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PREFACE 


This project began as an investigation into the life and work of an itinerant 
Ottoman officer from Damascus, Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade (Figure 1), 1 who 
left behind a handful of travelogues and book manuscripts about topics as var¬ 
ied as photography, European literature, and Islamic history, and whose life 
spanned a number of turbulent periods in the history of the Ottoman Empire. 
Azmzade was a member of one of the most influential families in Syria that 
maintained its dominance well into the 1960s, having gained prominence in 
the late seventeenth century as the Istanbul’s representatives in Damascus. The 
Azmzades—or al- c Azms as they are better known today—grew in size, power, 
and wealth until their influence spilled over into other cities in the Levant. 

A branch of the family by the name of al-Mu’ayyad al- c Azm (al-Mouayad/ 
el-Miieyyed Azmzade) appeared at the end of the eighteenth century. They 
survived the political crisis following the i860 massacre of Christians in Da¬ 
mascus, which led to a large, albeit temporary, upheaval in the local power 
structure. 2 As one of the ruling families in Damascus, the Azmzades were held 
particularly responsible for failing to prevent the massacre and were harshly 
punished. The six most prominent family members were sentenced to ten-year 
terms in the Famagusta (Magusa) Fortress in Cyprus, where the two eldest 
died. Despite the expulsion of the patriarchs and the Azmzades’ apparent fall 
from grace, however, within a decade they had bounced back and reestablished 
their ties with Istanbul. 

Managing to infiltrate the increasingly centralized administrative system as 
well as the ballooning bureaucracy and military under the rule of Sultan Ab- 
diilhamid II (r. 1876-1909), the Azmzades soon spread their influence beyond 
the province of Syria, particularly in the provinces of Aleppo and Beirut and 
the imperial capital. The generations coming after the turbulent 1860s man¬ 
aged to continually adapt to the region’s quickly changing political and social 
structures, which was, in part, why they were able to hold on to some of the 



figure l . Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade (Nadir Eserler Library, Istanbul University, 
91052/8). 
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highest municipal and provincial positions in Syria, even after the 1908 con¬ 
stitutional revolution and continuing through the rule of the Hashemite king 
Faisal (1918-1920), the French Mandate (1920-1946), and the early years of Syr¬ 
ian independence. 3 

Sadik Pasha, along with several brothers and cousins, was a member of the 
Hamidian-era 4 generation of Azmzades who further spread the family’s influ¬ 
ence. His career took off in Istanbul under the autocratic rule of Sultan Abdiil- 
hamid II, who appointed him to a number of highly sensitive diplomatic posts 
from the Hijaz to Addis Ababa. He survived the 1908-1909 Young Turk purge 
of officials deemed too close to the deposed sultan, only to pass away in 1911 
during a term as governor ( kaymakam ) of Jeddah. 5 

Azmzade typified a new generation of Ottoman elites who defied the sin¬ 
gular ethnic, linguistic, and regional categories of national identitarian politics 
of the time. Fluent in both Arabic and Turkish and conversant in French and 
German, he wrote extensively in Ottoman-Turkish ( Osmanhca ) and traveled 
throughout the empire, Europe, and Africa, living in Damascus, Beirut, Berlin, 
Istanbul, Sofia, and Jeddah. Establishing his household in the Teyvikiye neigh¬ 
borhood of Istanbul, he quickly rose through the ranks of the Ottoman military 
and eventually occupied the critical post of Ottoman special commissioner to 
Bulgaria from 1904 to 1907, which was a very delicate time in the life of the 
newly established principality. As a man who strongly identified with the ideals 
of Ottomanism under the rule of Abdiilhamid II, this proud Ottoman officer 
witnessed and reflected on the rapid demise of the imperial world he embodied 
during the span of his lifetime. 

Azmzades surviving children, brothers, and cousins would have to choose 
where they belonged when the empire expired. It was perhaps a blessing that he 
did not live long enough to see his family, the proud Azmzades, with historical 
roots in both western Anatolia and the Levant, scattered among the Republic 
of Turkey, the Syrian Arab Republic, and the Lebanese Republic and eventually 
forced to choose between an “Arab”- and a “Turk”-sounding family name. With 
the end of the empire came the crashing halt of the cosmopolitan life of Istan¬ 
bul’s Ottoman elites, whose life stories now had to be reimagined along newly 
established national boundaries and whose “authentic” national identities had 
to be vigorously and repeatedly defended. 

As fascinating as Azmzade and his family were, I decided that a biogra¬ 
phy would have to wait because of what I stumbled on after several months in 
the Ba.'jbakanlik Osmanli Ar§ivi (Ottoman Archives). As I followed Azmzades 
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career and travels across the world—a near impossible task given that no fam¬ 
ily names were used in official documents and that a multitude of Ottoman 
officials were named “Sadik”—I started to piece together the unknown story 
of late nineteenth-century Ottoman imperial expansionism in which Azmzade 
and his generation of imperial loyalists were deeply invested. 

To bring into focus a global project of Ottoman imperial self-reinvention, 
I triangulated the rank and/or honorary title of a document’s author, his lo¬ 
cations, and the document date, and devised a simple computer program to 
cross-reference the thousands of pieces of paper I had collected from a number 
of archives. Academic curiosity, which had started with an Ottoman officer’s 
life, was leading me to a Pandora’s box of late Ottoman competitive interim¬ 
perial strategies that used diplomacy, local alliances, and international law to 
claim the empire’s “right” to colonies ( mustemlekat ) in Africa. Along the way, 
I was forced to question all of my assumptions about Hamidian-era Ottoman 
imperialism on the empire’s southern frontiers. When I started investigating 
the life of Azmzade more than a decade ago, I never imagined that this book 
would become a study of Ottoman participation in the so-called scramble for 
Africa and its impact on Istanbul’s practices of imperialism along the empire’s 
southern frontiers-cum-borderlands in Africa and Arabia. 

Taking the reader from Istanbul to Berlin, the eastern Sahara, the Lake 
Chad basin, the Hijaz, and back to Istanbul over a period of two decades, this 
book sheds light on the Ottoman Empire’s experiment in a new kind of com¬ 
petitive imperialism and its transcontinental implications for Istanbul’s strategy 
along the empire’s vulnerable African and Arabian frontiers. Privileging Otto¬ 
man archival sources, it examines the empire’s participation in the Conference 
of Berlin (1884-1885) and its subsequent engagement in aggressive interimpe¬ 
rial competition for territorial expansion as an attempt at self-reinvention of 
this once powerful global empire. The book stretches the parameters of agency 
in late nineteenth-century colonial expansion in Africa to include the Ottoman 
Empire, challenging the perception of the European powers as the sole agents 
of change on the global stage and the only states concerned with finding a solu¬ 
tion to the so-called Eastern Question. 6 
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NOTE ON TRANSLATION AND 
TRANSLITERATION 


The Ottoman Empire was multilingual, and many of its officials, bureaucrats, 
and diplomats working on both the imperial and the provincial levels spoke 
several languages. For official correspondence, Ottoman-Turkish was the rule, 
although there were many exceptions. In my transliteration choices, I have 
tried to reflect as accurately as possible the multilingual nature of everyday life 
and the multitude of ethnocultural realities of nineteenth-century Ottoman so¬ 
ciety in both the capital and the provinces. 

I have also tried to make Ottoman-Turkish and Arabic words as accessible 
as possible for non-Turkish and non-Arabic readers without losing the accu¬ 
racy of pronunciation or the nuances of the rich vocabulary of these languages. 
For this reason, where Turkish or Arabic words have been adopted in English, 
I used the English equivalent—for example, pasha, not pa$a; amir, not amir or 
emir. Also, I found literal translation of Ottoman-Turkish sentences into En¬ 
glish prose difficult because the syntax and logic of the two languages are very 
different. Thus, I took certain liberties in translation if they did not change the 
overall meaning of the text and if they made it easier for an English reader to 
follow. 

For the transliteration of Ottoman-Turkish or Arabic text, I followed the 
International Journal of Middle East Studies transliteration method. Therefore, 
Ottoman-Turkish is rendered in modern Turkish with minor exceptions to re¬ 
duce the problematic distortion of Ottoman-era pronunciation—for example, 
Mehmed Ali Pasha, not Mehmet Ali Pasha or Muhammad c Ali Basha. 

For well-known place-names, I used English and the transliteration from 
Turkish or Arabic depending on the common language of each place: Istanbul, 
not Istanbul; Jeddah, not Cidde; but Yanbu c ; not Yanbu. 

Proper names and titles are much more complicated than place-names. In 
the multilingual Ottoman Empire, ethnicity or place of birth did not neces¬ 
sarily determine the language spoken by the individual or the people in this 
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immediate circles. Thus, if no records reflected how the individual wrote his 
or her name in the Latin alphabet, I relied on context, locality, and social mi¬ 
lieu, not “ethnic” origin, arriving at the local sheikh al-mashayikh in Mecca and 
the imperial $eyhulislam in Istanbul. Similarly, it is Izzet Pasha of the imperial 
government, not Tzzet Pasha of Damascus; but ‘Awn al-Rafiq Pasha of Mecca, 
not Awn el-Refik Pasha of the imperial government. If certain transliterations 
look unusual, I advise the reader to consider the context in which they are be¬ 
ing used. Finally, all translations from Arabic, Turkish, Ottoman-Turkish, and 
French are mine. 

What follows is a pronunciation guide to certain Turkish letters that are not 
found in the English alphabet or are pronounced differently in Turkish than 
they are in English. The rest of the alphabet reflects straightforward phonetic 
pronunciation as in English. 

\a\ as in father 

\e\ as in gay 

\i\ as in oven 

\i\ as in bee 

\o\ as in bowtie 

\o\ as in German schon 

\u\ as in blue 

\ii\ as in German iiber 

\c\ as in jacket 

\q\ as in chicory 

\g\ as in global 

\g\ very soft g mostly extending the vowel it follows 
\j\ as in measure 
\§\ as in shy 


THE OTTOMAN SCRAMBLE 
FOR AFRICA 



INTRODUCTION 

Old Empire, New Empire 


On Tuesday evening, the 19th of September of the Julian year 1311 ,1 received 
orders to leave the Abode of Felicity [Istanbul] in two to three days, and to 
travel to southern Benghazi and from there to take an approximately one 
month long journey to Kufra, which is in the middle of the Sahara. I spent the 
whole night thinking of all that had to be done in order to prepare for such a 
long trip. No sleep ever entered my eyes. 

Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, Aide-de-Camp to His Imperial Majesty, 

Istanbul, October 1,1895 


IN THE SUMMER OF 1876, the newspaper cafes ( kiraathaneler ) of Uskiidar 
and the taverns of Beyoglu must have been abuzz with rumors of impending 
disaster for the empire. Christian Bosnian Serbs and Bulgarians were in re¬ 
volt; representatives of the European powers were in Istanbul to discuss the fate 
of Greek Orthodox Ottoman subjects; and the first Ottoman constitution and 
parliament were declared amid rumors of the empires bankruptcy and a sultan 
struggling with alcoholism. 1 It was in the middle of all of this chaos that Abdul - 
hamid II (Abdulhamid-i Sani) ascended the throne to inherit the problems of 
an empire in crisis. Soon after his ascension, the Russian Empire, determined 
to take advantage of this chaotic period, attacked the empire from the east and 
the west. In 1878, following a number of humiliating defeats to the Russian Em¬ 
pire and a series of negotiations sponsored by several European powers, the 
Ottoman Empire agreed to the terms of the Treaty of Berlin. 

The war with Russia was disastrous to Ottoman pride and served as in¬ 
disputable evidence of a poorly trained and ill-equipped military. Following 
defeat, Istanbul was forced to concede vast Ottoman territories in the Balkans 
and eastern Anatolia to the Russians, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and other 
Balkan states, and hand over the rule of Cyprus to the British. 2 In the same 
year, Sultan Abdiilhamid II prorogued the parliament and suspended the 
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constitution as emergency measures supposedly taken to put the empire on the 
road to recovery. 3 

The events of 1876-1878 made the Ottoman Empires admission to the Con¬ 
cert of Europe seem a purely symbolic “gesture,” effectively null and void. 4 That 
and the signing of the Paris Peace Treaty in 1856 should have protected it from 
late nineteenth-century European competition for territorial expansion, but a 
mere two decades after the European powers pledged to protect its territorial 
integrity, the empire found itself caught in the crossfire of European competi¬ 
tive geopolitics—“utterly demoralized” and in “financial ruin.” 5 A quick run¬ 
down of its key territorial losses during the long nineteenth century offers a 
clear image of this once powerful global empire under unrelenting attack. 

Years of Russian-supported rebellions in the Danubian principalities and 
the subsequent Greek Revolt (1820-1829), and then the establishment of the 
Kingdom of Greece under British tutelage threw the sultan into a state of panic 
and led to a set of reactionary measures that struck at the very fabric of Otto¬ 
man society by decimating the Greek Orthodox community of Istanbul. 6 Soon 
after, in 1830, the French invaded and annexed the Ottoman province of Al¬ 
geria. 7 The 1880s and 1890s witnessed further territorial losses in the Mediter¬ 
ranean and the Persian Gulf through direct foreign occupation or French- or 
British-brokered secessions of Ottoman provinces. 8 

These events, listed one after the other in a narrative that collapses time and 
reduces political viability to the exercise of territorial sovereignty, might make 
it seem logical that historians assume that the Ottoman Empire played no ap¬ 
preciable role in the interimperial competitions of the late nineteenth century 
and often dismiss its representatives as nothing more than “minor actors” 9 on 
the diplomatic stage. In fact, some historians go so far as to question whether 
an empire that seemed defenseless against Russian expansionist whims and de¬ 
pendent on the Great Powers for its very survival can even be studied as “an 
empire” alongside the other European empires. To justify the Ottoman Em¬ 
pire’s exclusion from the study of imperialism, some weigh its position as an 
“object” against its position as an “agent” of the politics of international re¬ 
lations. 10 Others assess European interference in Ottoman internal affairs to 
determine whether Istanbul was independent enough not to be counted as an 
“informal” colony. The verdicts range from an outright exclusion of the empire 
from the study of imperialism 11 to a qualified exclusion that treats it as an ex¬ 
ceptional case, using newly minted categories such as “borderline imperial.” 12 
The result, with a few exceptions, is that, explicitly or implicitly, the Ottoman 
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Empire has been left out of the study of the interimperial competition of the 
late nineteenth century, and by extension its role has been underestimated—as 
a subject of history—in the events leading up to the Great War that drastically 
altered the global world order. 

At the heart of the study of Ottoman participation in late nineteenth-cen¬ 
tury interimperial competition are fundamental theoretical questions that I 
grappled with. Considering generally accepted notions about the late empire’s 
weakness, can scholars of imperialism in the nineteenth century safely discount 
it in investigations of “new imperialism” and the role it played in the history of 
the twentieth century? What do we lose by ignoring the Ottomans as impe¬ 
rial competitors in what Eric Hobsbawm famously calls the “Age of Empire?” 13 
Indeed, can we include British, French, and Ottoman imperialism in the late 
nineteenth century in the same category of inquiry? 

Labels such as “nonimperial,” “borderline imperial,” “informal colonialism,” 
and the like are informative in certain respects. However, I contend that they 
have had a chilling effect on the range of historical inquiry possible through 
an automatic exclusion of the Ottoman Empire from the study of late nine¬ 
teenth-century interimperial competition and its long-term consequences. To 
avoid the trap of binary questions that lead to mutually exclusive categorical 
distinctions—Was it or was it not an empire? Was it an object or a subject of 
imperialism? Did it belong to an old and dying form of imperialism, or can 
we talk of it as we do “new empires?”—I follow an open-ended inquiry that 
assumes imperialism to be essentially adaptive, a process, not a category. Thus, 
I believe that the productive question is not whether but how the Ottoman Em¬ 
pire adapted to the new demands of imperialism in the late nineteenth century. 
This book demonstrates some of the important dimensions of world history 
that we miss when we assume that the Ottoman Empire can be dismissed or 
ignored in the study of imperialism in the Age of Empire. 

The Ottoman Scramble for Africa challenges the narrative of an exclusively 
defensive and inward-looking empire following the Russo-Ottoman War of 
1877-1878 and the loss of much of the Balkan provinces. Contrary to the com¬ 
monly accepted understanding of the post-1878 Ottoman Empire, it argues that 
the Ottoman government s efforts after the Congress of Berlin were not simply 
survival strategies requiring a necessary withdrawal from the world of late nine¬ 
teenth-century competitive imperialism. 14 In fact, the 1880s and 1890s witnessed 
a reinvigorated Istanbul that followed competitive strategies that cannot simply 
be attributed to an ideological aversion to the West, the paranoia of a besieged 
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sultan, or the Hamidian governments rhetoric of pan-Islamism coming from the 
mythologized seat of power in Istanbul, the Palace of the Stars (Yildiz Sarayi). 
The palace of Sultan Abdiilhamid II was much more than his residence. In many 
ways, it resembled the White House in Washington, a place where much of the 
state’s business was discussed under the watchful eye of its head. 15 

If we focus on Yildiz Palace-driven negotiations, disputes, and rivalries 
with its European counterparts on the one hand and its strategic partnership 
with the leaders of the Sanusi Order and its followers in the eastern Sahara on 
the other, the outlines of a multileveled expansionist Ottoman strategy become 
clear. Following the methods of the so-called new imperialism, the empire re¬ 
invented itself as one clamoring for its “rightful” colonial possessions beyond 
its southern frontiers in the Libyan Desert. This Ottoman strategy in Africa be¬ 
tween 1885 and 1900 had a direct impact on Istanbul’s policies along its south¬ 
ern frontiers-cum-borderlands in the Sahara and the Hijaz. 

In spatial and temporal terms, this book focuses on the eastern Sahara, 
the Lake Chad basin, and western Arabia, roughly between 1880 and 1902. In 
present-day geography terms, the Lake Chad basin includes portions of Ni¬ 
geria, Niger, Chad, Cameroon, Sudan, and Libya, while western Arabia cor¬ 
responds roughly to the Saudi Arabian Red Sea coast. Sadik Pasha al-Mouayad 
Azmzade, who described his trepidation about what was to be his second jour¬ 
ney deep into the Sahara, would play a leading role in negotiations with locals 
in both the Sahara and the Hijaz, between 1886 and 1902. 

Can an Old Empire Learn New Tricks? 

New imperialism assumed that territorial expansion was the only way to guar¬ 
antee global power in what increasingly resembled a zero-sum game played by 
Europeans on African lands in the last twenty years of the nineteenth century. 16 
What brought on the shift to new imperialism? Historians have mostly focused 
on the British and French models for answers. 

Some of the most common explanations for the acceleration of colonial 
competition are economic: the turn to new imperialism is thought to have 
come about because of the failure of so-called gentlemanly colonialism, the 
exploitation of local resources through a network of negotiated partnerships 
with local intermediaries. By the 1870s, failure to transfer resources and so¬ 
lidify local institutions as means of entrenching long-term colonial interests 
in Africa and Asia had proven detrimental to the colonial project. 17 By 1880, 
having local intermediaries do the “dirty work” of the colonial masters had lost 
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its purchase and a new, expensive, and dangerous method of protecting the 
metropole’s commercial interests had to be implemented. This meant direct 
or near direct occupation of the territories. 18 The colonization project could 
no longer be justified economically; it needed a “moral” argument to bolster 
calls for increasingly dangerous and expensive endeavors. 19 The new focus on 
a moral justification for colonialism becomes more explicit in the French case. 

Some historians have investigated the motivations behind this late nine¬ 
teenth-century brand of expansionist imperialism by probing the logic of 
French colonialists. Their main refrain was that the Maghreb—namely, Mo¬ 
rocco, Algeria, and Tunisia—formed the core of the North African French 
Empire while sub-Saharan Africa was assigned the role of the empire’s “hin¬ 
terland.” Ideological and material motivations seemed to work hand in hand as 
the mission to “civilize” the colonial subject, the colonies’ economic viability, 
and the economic prosperity of the metropole became one and the same. 20 The 
involvement of the Ottoman Empire is especially relevant for understanding 
French colonial ambitions in Africa. The French dream of connecting Senegal 
and western Sudan with French possessions in North Africa came up against 
the Ottoman expansionist dream, whose epicenter was the Lake Chad basin. 21 

As late as 1880, about 80 percent of the African continent remained free 
of foreign rule. 22 However, new imperialism resulted in accelerated colonial 
expansion in the 1890s to such an extent that by World War I only Liberia and 
Ethiopia remained free of direct colonial control. 23 In 1883, with French expan¬ 
sion in the northwest and the British invasion of Alexandria in the northeast, 
the race to partition Africa among the European powers, commonly referred 
to as the “scramble for Africa,” shifted into high gear. 24 Many historians be¬ 
lieve that the terms of this scramble were set by British-French rivalry, which 
began in 1882, reached its apex with the Fashoda Crisis in 1899, and ended 
with the Entente Cordial of 1904. 25 But some judge this explanation too sim¬ 
plistic, pointing to the fact that French colonization of western Africa began 
in the late 1870s and that the British occupation of Egypt did not pose a threat 
to French interests, which were secured in West Africa, Algeria, and Tunisia. 
These historians point instead to Paris’s obsession with accessing the fabled 
economic wealth of sub-Saharan Sudan, which led them to push further east, 
triggering a massive French investment in the colonization of Africa in the 
early 1880s. 26 

Despite the efforts of scholars to distill the shift to new imperialism down 
to a single explanation, this has proven impossible. However, historians and 
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theoreticians of imperialism—from Lenin to Hobsbawm—do for the most part 
agree that this period of accelerated colonial expansion was indeed the apex of 
global imperial competition. 27 What is much more difficult to agree on though 
is the set of complex human motivations—collective and individual—that have 
fueled this race for territorial expansion. Perhaps only by acknowledging the 
near impossibility of understanding the “complexities of human motivation,” 
can we begin to build a more comprehensive picture of the storied motivations 
behind colonialism in Africa at the end of the nineteenth century. 28 

The Ottoman Empire’s reasons for colonial expansion were no less complex 
than those of the British and the French. A number of factors, economic, politi¬ 
cal, and ideological, do not add up to a coherent explanation for its participa¬ 
tion in the scramble for Africa in terms of clearly defined long-term goals of 
Sultan Abdiilhamid II, his Yildiz Palace advisors, and the various stakeholders 
in the Mabeyn 29 and the Sublime Porte. Whether it was imagined economic 
gains, geopolitical advantages, or the empire’s “moral duty” to lead fellow 
Muslims in Saharan and sub-Saharan Africa who had yet to “benefit” from 
“modern progress” toward a better future, there was no shortage of opinions in 
newspapers and government correspondence. 

With the advantage of hindsight, I believe I can offer an interpretive reading 
of events to conclude that what was not explicit at the time was perhaps more 
illuminating of Ottoman motivations than what was explicit; for the truth of 
the matter is that the last two decades of the nineteenth century afforded the 
empire a unique incentive in its position as straddling the quickly ossifying 
divide between rulers and ruled in the world. It was a time when an empire 
had to participate in the new system of imperialism or risk becoming a “fair 
target” of European colonialism. The period immediately after the Conference 
of Berlin offered a short window of opportunity for the empire to liberate itself 
from the defensive position it had found itself in after the Russo-Ottoman War 
of 1877-1878. 

Domestic Reforms, Global Ambitions 
Struggling with financial deficits 30 as well as an influx of refugees from lost ter¬ 
ritories in the Balkans, North Africa, and the Caucasus 31 and a restive Muslim 
population dissatisfied with the concessions the Ottoman state had made to the 
European powers, the Ottoman imperial government undertook a broad array 
of domestic reforms. In the mid-1970s, after decades of portrayals of Sultan Ab- 
diilhamid II’s rule as rolling back Tanzimat-era reforms, 32 historians began to 
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take seriously the extensive social, bureaucratic, agricultural, and urban reform 
programs instituted during this period, 33 finally revealing a complex govern¬ 
ment apparatus whose flexible techniques of governing ensured the survival of 
the empire in the latter part of the long nineteenth century. Since then, many 
scholars of the Ottoman Empire have continued to fill in this more nuanced 
picture 34 with evidence that the Hamidian regime worked hard to promote a 
common signifier of “Ottoman-ness” among the various officially recognized 
“nations” of the empire. 35 Starting in the 1880s, the palace mobilized the rheto¬ 
ric of a common Ottoman identity as a way to move the Ottoman population 
from a “passive” and unquestioning loyalty to the sultan to an “active” engage¬ 
ment in a new, carefully orchestrated domestic Ottomanism model. 36 Toward 
the end of his life, the sultan spelled out the difficulty of his task: “If there were 
ever a region in the world that never resembled another, it was our poor coun¬ 
try. How could I have united the Armenian with the Kurd, the Turk with the 
Greek, the Bulgarian with the Arab?” 37 

Although the Hamidian-era domestic efforts in the 1880s and 1890s have 
been well studied, the Hamidian government’s foreign policies after 1878 and 
their impact on the strategies followed on the Ottoman Empire’s frontiers have 
received very little attention. Only a small amount of comprehensive schol¬ 
arship in European languages has explored the Ottoman perspective, even 
on issues as necessarily entwined with the fate of the empire as the Eastern 
Question—what to do about the Ottoman Empire without upsetting the Euro¬ 
pean empires’ delicate balance of power. 38 

Some historians whose focus is on the global South have pointedly criticized 
the Eurocentrism in theories of empire in both early modern and modern peri¬ 
ods. 39 This book gives Ottoman imperial history a place in a new kind of global 
history, one that attempts to move beyond the limitations and assumptions of 
area studies to explore global trends in imperialism and “webs of inspiration 
and influence which shaped the historical experience of both colonizer and 
colonized” 40 across empires. Despite recognition of the need to consider the 
colonization schemes of non-Western empires, the Ottoman Empire barely re¬ 
ceives a passing mention. Scholarship outside of Ottoman studies continues to 
subscribe to the belief that the empire in the late nineteenth century was at best 
a defensive one, and indeed, the “Sick Man of Europe.” 41 In diplomatic histories 
of the period between the Congress of Berlin and World War I, little is ever said 
of the role Istanbul played except to highlight the sultan’s impotent response to 
the blatant European disregard of the empire’s territorial integrity 42 or to show 
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that the empire was a tool of European imperial rivalry. 43 The Ottoman Empire 
is mostly relegated to the position of silent observer, whose territories were 
merely bargaining chips in negotiations between the Great Powers. 44 

The reality is that Ottoman diplomats were back in Berlin in 1884, not to 
discuss the division of Ottoman territory or to hand over the fate of part of its 
population to a European power. They were there to represent the empire as 
one of the imperial powers deciding on the rules governing the division of Af¬ 
rica. Only five years after the Conference of Berlin and the loss of much of the 
Balkan provinces, the empire was back in the game of interimperial diplomacy. 
Its ambassadors, foreign ministers, grand viziers, and even the sultan himself 
made its position clear on the international stage as they fought for what they 
believed was their “sphere of influence” in Africa. 

Sources play a part here, for even though the Ottoman Archives have been 
used as a source for over seven decades, 45 research on the history of the Otto¬ 
man frontiers in Africa has mostly relied on Italian, English, French, and Ara¬ 
bic records, with the notable exception of the work of Abdurrahman Qayci and 
Ahmet Kavas. 46 This book also helps to reverse this trend by relying mostly 
on Ottoman archival sources together with British archival sources and Arabic 
and Ottoman-Turkish contemporary newspapers, journals, travelogues, and 
other publications. The Ottoman Archives bring a new perspective to the logic 
of Ottoman imperial competitive policies along the empire’s southern frontiers. 

The Ottomans at the Conference of Berlin, 1884-1885 
In November 1884, German chancellor Otto von Bismarck (d. 1898) sponsored 
the first major European conference to officially make the rules that would gov¬ 
ern imperialism in Africa. The Conference of Berlin, also known as the Congo 
Conference, has often been mistakenly understood as having been called for 
the purpose of carving up Africa into European colonies. In fact, its purpose 
was to facilitate conflict-free imperialism in an increasingly crowded market. 
For the most part, the issue was not territorial division but guaranteeing the 
“right” of European colonialists to unhindered commercial access to trade 
routes in light of increasingly competitive imperial activity in the 1880s. 47 

Representatives of fifteen republics, empires, duchies, and kingdoms par¬ 
ticipated in the conference. Among them were the powers that would later play 
a significant role in the fate of Ottoman Libya and the eastern Sahara: France, 
Great Britain, and Italy. Germany and Russia would have an indirect (yet sig¬ 
nificant) impact on the ultimate outcome for the region and the Ottoman 
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Empire’s position in Africa in general. After several months of discussion and 
negotiation, all attendees, except for the United States, signed the General Act 
of Berlin, which not only conferred on European powers the right to African 
possessions that they had already taken effective hold of before 1885, but also 
set out rules for claiming additional tracts of land that were not yet under rec¬ 
ognized imperial influence. 48 

The Ottoman Empire’s agreement to the terms of the act is significant. First, 
on the one hand with the signing of the act, its right to the Mediterranean coast 
of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica was acknowledged by other participants in the 
conference, but, on the other hand, by agreeing to the new rules, it recognized, 
by default, the right of France to the Muslim-majority areas that were previ¬ 
ously Ottoman provinces—namely, Algeria and Tunisia. Second, by signing the 
agreement, Istanbul essentially agreed to redefine its relationship to an integral 
part of its empire in order to affirm parity with the European powers’ claims to 
possessions in Africa. In other words, the price for a bid to reenter the ranks 
of expansionist empires was a rebranding of the special relationship between 
Istanbul and Ottoman Libya. This meant an end to the empire’s historic and 
religious claims to the Muslim-majority African provinces, albeit exclusively 
on the level of international diplomacy, something that it would later come 
to regret. Istanbul used the Act of Berlin as a tool to assert itself as also legally 
entitled to colonies in Africa well beyond Ottoman Libya. 

Instrumentalizing international law was a particularly daring move for 
the empire, which was in the unique position of being both a member of the 
Concert of Europe and the object of European imperial designs. The Ottomans 
were well aware of the extent to which the Act of Berlin was a tool used to jus¬ 
tify European colonialism, which meant that the empire’s participation might 
have opened the door to further vulnerability to European imperialism. 49 In 
addition, the act was meant to apply to what Europeans defined as “civilized” 
nations only; “uncivilized” nations were kept outside of the rubric of inter¬ 
national law. Read backward, this meant that participating in the crafting of 
agreements assumed a certain level of relative civility. 50 

The terms “civilized” and “uncivilized” may seem like linguistic flourishes, 
but in nineteenth-century terms they were influential in determining the ap¬ 
plicability of international law to different countries, hi fact, European jurists 
used three categories to classify nations: “civilized humanity” (read Europe), 
“savage humanity” (uncivilized nations), and the semicivilized, or those that 
fit somewhere in between. In the words of the influential jurist James Lorimer, 
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these last represented “barbarous humanity.” The Ottoman Empire, because 
it seemed to straddle the line between civilized and uncivilized according to 
these definitions, was often slotted as “semicivilized.” For it not to be consid¬ 
ered fully civilized meant not only that international law would not apply but 
that its very right to guaranteed sovereignty over its territories could be ques¬ 
tioned. 51 With that in mind, we must understand that the Ottoman Empire was 
not simply fighting for extra territory; it was fighting to maintain legal standing 
in the so-called family of nations. If it could use international law to its benefit, 
then, by default, the empire would be considered a privileged “civilized” nation 
in an emerging world order split between the “subjects” of history (Europe) 
and the “Other.” 52 Even though the line between civilized and uncivilized had 
been drawn to suit the aspirations of European colonialists, Istanbul found a 
crack in the hardening veneer of European assertions of superiority that al¬ 
lowed it to claim a place at the negotiation table. It had little choice but to be 
a party to this emerging world order because the alternative was its relegation 
to the ranks of the uncivilized and its subjects’ relegation to the category of 
the invisible native. 53 The Ottoman Empire took advantage of its inclusion in 
international agreements on “legal” forms of colonialism to make claims of its 
own as a “civilized” nation, in a sense trying to beat the European powers at 
their own game. 54 

Neither the Ottoman Empire nor its European counterparts were unaware 
of the power differential that separated the various signatories. This differential 
was well illustrated in both the European and the American press, in which 
cartoons portrayed the Ottoman representatives as small, literally standing in 
the shadows, fading into the background of the negotiation table (Figure 2). 
Nevertheless, because the international agreements were binding, in theory at 
least, Istanbul made the only choice it could: to ignore the extent of their prac¬ 
tical applicability. This was a strategic choice that gave the empire a fighting 
chance at gaining colonial possessions of its own according to the 1885 General 
Act of Berlin. Such hopes might have been foolhardy, but they were based on 
what were supposed to be binding protocols. Even though the representatives 
of the various states and the jurists who interpreted the agreements disagreed 
on a number of issues regarding the applicability of the laws and their relation¬ 
ship to local and customary laws, one thing was never in question: the agree¬ 
ments bound the signatories to act on an assumed principle of “good faith.” 55 
Istanbul took this principle seriously, choosing to act and negotiate with the 
European powers in good faith. 



FIGURE 2. Conference of Berlin, 1884 (Allgemeine Illustrierte Zeitung, S.308, Am 28). 
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The General Act of Berlin was a watershed agreement, launching an ac¬ 
celerated partitioning of Africa and the formulation of a legal framework for 
colonialism under the rubric of international law. 56 1 have investigated the le¬ 
gal terms of the act to trace its use in Ottoman strategies of negotiation with 
other imperial powers over African possessions and the policies of rule along 
its southern frontiers. 57 The Ottoman Scramble for Africa demonstrates just how 
this “old empire” was in fact ready and willing to develop and practice new 
tricks in the age of “new imperialism,” an age marked by the significance of 
frontiers in determining the fate of empires, making it an “age of frontier poli¬ 
tics” that required empires to adapt to a new reality in which formerly marginal 
local powers exerted great influence on the outcome of interimperial competi¬ 
tion. 58 

Centering the Frontiers 

Frontiers are often considered marginal in studies that privilege a structural 
understanding of empire; this understanding sees imperialism as a web of in¬ 
stitutions dotting concentric circles that surround the metropole—the center 
of imperial power. In contrast, this book views imperialism as a “process of 
adaptive transformation in which people create, assemble, configure, reas¬ 
semble, renovate and remodel imperial forms of power and authority under 
diverse, changing circumstances.” 59 Imperialism as process is always unfold¬ 
ing, whether close to the centers of power or further afield along an empire’s 
inherently unstable frontiers. For the best understanding of unfolding impe¬ 
rialism, especially during a time of accelerated territorial expansion (variously 
described as a “race” or a “scramble”), the African frontiers of the Ottoman 
Empire in the last two decades of the nineteenth century offer an ideal site of 
investigation. The twenty-year race that ended with losers and winners strewn 
along the imaginary web connecting rulers and ruled left the preexisting po¬ 
litical map in tatters and paved the way for the great military conflicts of the 
twentieth century. It was along these frontiers that the imperial presence first 
took hold, its shape molded through negotiation, violent erasure, and practices 
of both exclusion and inclusion. 

The study of imperialism in a time of expansionist colonialism favors fron¬ 
tiers where “military, political, institutional, cultural, linguistic, ethnic, social 
and economic frontiers move spatially and temporally at their own pace, so 
that empire cannot be contained within definite parameters.” 60 In visual terms, 
imperialism as process in Africa was like magma inching along the bottom 
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of the ocean floor, negotiating rough and smooth terrains, avoiding obstacles, 
redirected by competing local formation, and inhabiting existing crevices and 
caves. This can best be observed along the moving frontiers during the rare vol¬ 
canic event: periods of historical accelerated territorial expansion and colonial 
competition. 

Let us pause here to consider the term frontier. The very word assumes a 
certain perspective, a certain vantage point, one that views the horizon from 
the particular angle of the metropole. It also privileges the perspective of bina¬ 
ries: “imperial vs. indigenous, conqueror vs. conquered, insider vs. outsider.” 61 1 
take this perspective or vantage point seriously, believing that it captures one of 
the problems that I grapple with in this book: a unidirectional vision of empire 
from the perspective of the metropole. Admittedly, I adopt the perspective of 
Istanbul—the Ottoman metropole, the empire’s center of power. I do so with 
full awareness that frontiers are also contact zones between imperial ambition 
and local political formations. They can be thought of as the very epicenter of 
certain forms of political life: potentially violent struggle in times of war and 
productive economic exchange in times of peace. In fact, they are a unique and 
often complex mix of religious, political, military, and economic formulations 
that can leave the metropole helpless. They are zones of interaction where cul¬ 
tural, geographical, and political boundaries are blurred as the central imperial 
state tries to balance stability with state hegemony. 62 These features of frontier- 
hood translate well across empires, whether in North America, Latin America, 
or East Asia, regions whose rich literature on colonialism I have drawn on to 
understand the Ottoman imperial frontiers in Africa and Arabia. 63 

Privileging of the metropole’s perspective is to a certain extent a reflection 
of the available sources in various state archives that I rely on. These archives 
reflect the concerns of the metropole, which engaged with the frontiers only as 
far as they mattered to its policies and strategies. 64 That is not to say that there 
is little information about the frontiers in the various imperial archives. To the 
contrary, microlevel details, from the social to the political, can be found, but 
they often over-represent times of conflict between the metropole and frontier 
inhabitants. 

Istanbul understood that local regimes substantially influenced imperial 
strategies and their success or failure. The negotiated expansion of imperial 
power into the “frontiers” features as one of the main themes of this book. 
As the British and French empires expanded toward the Ottoman frontiers, 
the frontiers became interimperial “borderlands,” zones of interaction, like 
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frontiers, where lines were blurred and power was contested. However, in the 
late nineteenth-century borderland, the parties to conflict were imperial pow¬ 
ers contesting control of these often vaguely defined zones. The borderlands 
were part of interimperial conflicts over “territorialized” spaces. 65 Thus, al¬ 
though acknowledging the problematic use of both frontier and borderland, I 
employ them to reflect the shift from imperial-indigenous interaction to impe¬ 
rial-imperial competition in central Africa and the Hijaz. In spatial terms, then, 
this book is about the transition of the Ottoman frontiers in Africa and Arabia 
into the borderlands of interimperial competition between 1880 and 1900. 66 

In Ottoman studies, frontiers are a subject of research on the effect of state 
centralization during the reign of Sultan Abdiilhamid II. 67 In Frontiers of the 
State in the Late Ottoman Empire: Transjordan, 1850-1921, Eugene Rogan ex¬ 
amines the Hamidian government’s reach into the Syrian Desert and as far 
south as Ma c an in what is today the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. He defines 
frontiers as “socio-political orders apart from the institutions of the Empire 
at large.” 68 Once incorporated into the imperial state network, a region lost its 
status as a frontier, pushing a new frontier deeper into the desert. Rogan offers 
a nuanced understanding of Ottoman administrative, economic, and military 
control, which he demonstrates were balanced by measures of accommodation 
to the local Bedouin population. Expanding on the notion of incorporation 
of the frontiers in the Hamidian period, he shows that the state’s education 
policies targeted the tribes, one of the empire’s most alienated populations, 69 for 
whom a special school in Istanbul, the A§iret Mektebi (Tribes’ Academy), was 
established. In addition to teaching modern languages and modern sciences, 
this school sought to foster an allegiance to the Ottoman state. The education 
system was tailor-made to incorporate and indeed assimilate the influential 
sons of frontier tribal leaders from Libya to Kurdistan and from Iraq to the 
Hijaz. 70 

Yemen and the Balkans were also regions of limited state presence, where 
the imperial government established new strategies for securing its border¬ 
lands. Although these strategies favored cooperation with some Yemeni and 
Balkan leaders, the Ottoman state had to contend with locals’ demands, turn¬ 
ing the relationship from one of ruler and ruled into one of partnership be¬ 
tween the central state and the local powers. 71 

The question of Ottoman imperialism along frontiers-cum-borderlands is 
also taken up by Thomas Kuhn, who investigates the relationship between im¬ 
perial officials and locals in the province of Yemen. 72 He argues that Yemen, 
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as a borderland of the empire between 1872 and 1918, showed signs of colonial 
rule in the state’s efforts to align the local population with its centralization 
plans. What Kuhn calls the “politics of difference” 73 adopted by the Ottoman 
state in Yemen was not a mimicking of European colonialism, despite clear 
evidence of Ottoman awareness of British and French colonial models. 74 In 
contrast to European colonialism, Ottoman rule posited cultural, not racial 
or ethnic characteristics, as a way of differentiating the Ottoman rulers from 
the local population. Kuhn uses the term “colonial Ottomanism” to capture 
a uniquely Ottoman form of rule in this area that had only some “colonial” 
characteristics. 75 As Kuhn demonstrates, even by 1914 neither ethnic nor legal 
categories were used by the central government to distinguish “colonizer” and 
“colonized.” 76 The significance here is that the difference between colonizers 
and colonized was traversable over time and not an essential condition of Ot¬ 
toman imperial rule. 77 

I have benefited greatly from all of this scholarship, which begins to un¬ 
cover the Ottoman state’s increasing levels of agility and its new methods for 
consolidating its hold on the southern frontiers in the nineteenth century. 
It shows that the historical context and the geographic particularities of the 
frontiers-cum-borderlands necessitated an even wider range of policies aimed 
at accommodating the particularities of local populations and relational power 
dynamics. Along the frontiers, the Hamidian regime took an increasingly flex¬ 
ible approach to distinguishing “undifferentiated insiders” and “barbarian” 
outsiders. 78 The emphasis shifted from asserting central state control over the 
Bedouin populations along the frontiers to the formation of a partnership with 
them as a way of consolidating Ottoman hold on the frontiers-cum-border- 
lands in the face of European challenges to the empire’s sovereignty. 

Delving into the complex and often fraught relationships among impe¬ 
rial, provincial, and local partners, this book conceptualizes imperial space 
as a “sphere of a multitude of trajectories of power and influence,” 79 in which 
individual goals are examined in a wider transimperial context. It highlights 
similarities and differences between the imperial government’s strategic goals, 
the personal ambitions of imperial intermediaries, and the attitudes of various 
levels of governmental administrators toward the Bedouin population in the 
Sahara and the Hijaz. In so doing, it makes a historiographical argument for 
departing from the oversimplified bipolar relationship traditionally posited be¬ 
tween an Ottoman government and a frontier tribal population. For when we 
consider the multitude of provincial and local powers and their vision for their 
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regions, which contradicted the vision of the sultan, we come to understand 
why the much vaunted powerful inner-circle discipline and unity of the Ma- 
beyn did not always succeed in making its vision come true when dealing with 
Ottoman strategies in provinces along the empire’s southern frontiers. Even 
though Sultan Abdulhamid II shifted executive power from the ministries of 
the Sublime Porte to the handpicked secretaries in the Mabeyn of Yildiz Pal¬ 
ace, his vision did not go unchallenged even there. In fact, it was continuously 
contested by powers within and without the government rank and file, through 
official and unofficial channels, leading to many of the problems that were the 
hardest to tackle and in some cases were the main cause of the failure of Istan¬ 
bul’s plans. 

A Road Map 

Chapters 1 and 2 of The Ottoman Scramble for Africa introduce the history and 
geography of Ottoman Libya, the Sahara, and the Lake Chad basin. Focusing 
on the Sanusi Order and the Ottoman state’s efforts to reestablish its rule in 
Ottoman Libya, they set the stage for understanding the context of new impe¬ 
rialism in this part of Africa. They also detail the multifaceted nature of Otto¬ 
man strategy and Ottoman participation in the scramble for Africa, alternating 
between negotiations in Berlin and those in Benghazi. 

Chapters 3 and 4 expand the list of competitors vying for control of the 
eastern Sahara, using a wider lens to examine the impact of intense late 
nineteenth-century interimperial competition on the empire’s southern fron¬ 
tiers on both sides of the Red Sea. In addition to Britain and France, Italy 
and the Sudanese Mahdist state played a substantial role in determining the 
fate of Ottoman interests in Africa. Chapter 3 picks up the story at the end 
of 1886, when the sultan’s representative, Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, first 
voyaged to the Libyan Desert; it ends with the devastating diplomatic fail¬ 
ures of the 1890s and then examines the change in the empire’s strategic and 
operational focus from territorial expansion to consolidation, and indeed, 
resistance along the empire’s southern frontiers. Chapter 4 traces the impact 
of the Ottoman Empire’s fifteen-year experiment in Africa, and its failure, 
on its foreign relations and domestic strategies along the southern frontiers- 
cum-borderlands. Ultimately, the chapter highlights how events taking place 
in one part of the empire—in this case Ottoman Africa—directly influenced 
and at times dictated imperial strategy in other parts—in this case Ottoman 


INTRODUCTION 


17 


Arabia—demonstrating the necessity of a transimperial approach to the 
study of empire. 80 

Chapters 5 and 6 shift the spotlight to the Arabian frontiers, particularly 
the Damascus-Medina telegraph line extension project. The telegraph project 
serves as a case study of Istanbul’s shift toward policy making to consolidate its 
hold on its increasingly vulnerable southern frontiers. It illustrates the inter¬ 
section of the empire’s interimperial competitive strategy and its intraimperial 
political conflicts. In Istanbul’s complex and often conflict-ridden decision¬ 
making process, international relations concerns sometimes conflicted with 
the interests of various imperial and provincial stakeholders. At the turn of 
the century, seemingly localized problems along the southern frontiers often 
turned into problems of empire-wide concern. Similarly, intraimperial prob¬ 
lems in the borderlands often had global interimperial ramifications. 

The Conclusion highlights the importance of not allowing final outcomes 
to prevent us from looking for unfruitful contingencies and unfulfilled pos¬ 
sibilities. Alternative paths that do not accomplish intended goals, even failed 
attempts, rarely make it into history books. However, this book demonstrates 
the necessity of exploring these alternative paths rather than justifying the final 
outcome. In fact, I argue that stories of unfulfilled goals and unfinished plans, 
which usually disappear into the depths of the archives, are sometimes more 
telling than stories that seem to fit a neat linear trajectory leading to the end of 
empire. In the case of the Ottoman Empire, the lost history of Istanbul’s efforts 
to reestablish its presence on the international stage helps us rethink colonial 
history, international diplomacy, and Ottoman imperialism at the end of the 
nineteenth century. 

Of course, judgments of failure and success, “golden” eras and “dark” ages, 
and even beginnings and endings are often the privilege of academics who are 
themselves the product of their local contemporary political and socioeco¬ 
nomic contexts. Similarly, the geographical boundaries of modern area stud¬ 
ies are usually the product of contemporary imperial concerns. This has led 
to an artificial severance of the three regions under study: the Middle East, 
sub-Saharan Africa, and the Red Sea basin, which, as we will see in Chapter 1, 
is not a true reflection of the historical reality of these interconnected regions. 



1 OTTOMAN LIBYA, THE EASTERN 
SAHARA, AND THE CENTRAL 
AFRICAN KINGDOMS 

It is now that travel in the real Sahara starts.... Crossing this part of the 
Sahara Desert, if it weren’t for the color difference, one would think that one 
is on the open seas. No matter how far you move towards the horizon, there it 
is, the horizon, unchanging. An empty, deep, horizon on fire! No discernible 
structure, not even a single tree to distract your eye from the fatigue caused by 
this emptiness. 

Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, 
outside of Jalu in the Sahara, October 26,1895 


WHAT AN OUTSIDER LIKE Sadik Pasha al-Mouayad Azmzade saw as an 
ocean of sand dunes and undistinguishable shadows blending earth with ho¬ 
rizon was in fact a complex landscape encompassing a multitude of intercon¬ 
nected cultural, political, and religious formations. The perception of the Sahara 
as a place of exotic “emptiness,” literally an unreadable landscape as Azmzade 
described it, is reflected in much of the scholarship that has treated Saharan and 
sub-Saharan Africa as spaces separate and isolated from North Africa and the 
Middle East. This false perception is reinforced by the institutional area studies 
model, which sets academic inquiry in separate silos to match funding pack¬ 
ages that prioritize Western imperial interests in the twentieth century. The 
result has been an artificial severance of the historical ties that leaves transre- 
gional connections between the Mediterranean, the Middle East, North Africa, 
Saharan/ sub-Saharan Africa, and central Africa greatly under-researched. 

The mental separations between the so-called Middle East and North Af¬ 
rica (MENA), the Mediterranean, and Saharan/sub-Saharan Africa are not 
new, however. They run deep through the historiography of the Mediterranean 
world from the late nineteenth century, where “Mediterranean Africa (as part 
of the Mediterranean, or Arab, and hence non-African world) has often been 
excised from conceptions of the continent ‘proper’ . . . and the way the Sahara 
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has correspondingly been seen—or rather unseen—as an empty space in be¬ 
tween.” 1 Azmzade’s description of the Sahara as exotic and unfamiliar, for ex¬ 
ample, is but a continuation of a nineteenth-century tradition of exoticizing the 
southern reaches of the empire beyond the Mediterranean. 

In this chapter, I offer an introduction to this complex geopolitical, eco¬ 
nomic, and cultural region (Figure 3), stretching from the Mediterranean to 
sub-Saharan Africa, in an attempt to de-exoticize it for readers who are not 
familiar with its history. I begin with a brief overview of the political history 
of the coastal towns of Ottoman Tripolitania and Cyrenaica, starting with 
the first Ottoman period of rule in the sixteenth century through the years of 
nominal Ottoman rule by the Karmanh Dynasty (1711-1835) and ending in the 
1840s, when direct Ottoman rule was reestablished and the Sanusi Order began 
to put down roots in the Libyan interior. Turning the spotlight to the south¬ 
ern reaches of the area under study, I cross the frontiers of the Sahara into the 
Sudanic belt and the southern reaches of the long-distance trade routes from 
the Mediterranean Sea, ending along the shores of Lake Chad. There, in the 
geographic center of the Sudan and the southern African frontiers of the Otto¬ 
man Empire, two competing kingdoms had for centuries engaged in produc¬ 
tive political, cultural, and economic exchange with the Mediterranean coast. 
Of course, by “the Sudan” I am not referring to the Republic of Sudan or the 
Republic of South Sudan. The Sudan in the nineteenth century was what Arab 
geographers often termed “Bilad al-Sudan,” literally “Land of the Blacks”; this 
is the area that lies south of mostly Arabic-speaking North Africa, stretching 
horizontally across the continent. 2 

The two kingdoms—often referred to as sultanates because of the adop¬ 
tion of Islam as the official religion of the ruling dynasties—were the Kingdom 
of Kanem-Borno (often simply Borno or Bornu) and the Kingdom of Wadai 
(Wadi c Ulay in some Arabic and Ottoman sources). A third, politically and 
economically weaker kingdom that survived at different times as a tributary 
state to either Borno or Wadai or both was the Kingdom of Bagirmi. Together 
Kanem-Borno, Wadai, and Bagirmi, often referred to as the Central Sudanic 
Kingdoms, are the focus here, but it is important to note that they were not the 
only central African polities to influence the extent and nature of foreign impe¬ 
rial presence in Africa at the end of the nineteenth century. There were other 
kingdoms, sultanates, and caliphates, such as Darfur to the east and Sokoto 
and Adamawa to the west, but they played marginal roles during the period of 
focus for this book and therefore do not receive any detailed attention. 
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figure 3. Northeast Africa and West Arabia in 1902. 


The relationship between the Central Sudanic Kingdoms and Cyrenaica 
was often mediated through the nomadic populations crisscrossing the eastern 
Sahara. These were the Bedouins of the Libyan Desert who lived in nomadic 
and seminomadic tribes that controlled most of the main trade routes across 
the eastern Sahara and served as human conduits between the Mediterranean 
coast and the Sudanic belt, tying the two regions together on economic, social, 
cultural, and political levels. 

First, let us turn to the provincial center of power in Ottoman Libya, 3 
Tripoli, where the story of Ottoman influence in the region goes back to the 
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early modern period, a time of corsairs, pirates, and the so-called golden age 
of Kanuni Suleyman (Suleiman the Law Giver), better known in the West as 
Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent (r. 1520-1566). 

The Karamanli Dynasty and the Central African Kingdoms 
Ottoman involvement in the Barbary Coast, which roughly corresponds to 
the coasts of modern Libya, Tunisia, and Algeria, began in the early sixteenth 
century. An emerging world power at the time, the Ottoman Empire threw its 
support behind the coast’s corsair commanders, reis in Ottoman-Turkish, who 
were at war with Charles V, the king of Spain and the Holy Roman Emperor, in 
the name of the Ottoman sultan. The most famous of these commanders—or 
infamous depending on which point of view one chooses—was the legendary 
Hayreddin (Reis) Barbarossa (d. 1546), to whom the sultan awarded the hon¬ 
orific Beylerbeyi Pasha in recognition of his role in fighting alongside the Ot¬ 
toman navy. In 1533 he was appointed commander of the navy with the title 
Kapudan Pa§a (Captain Pasha), starting a trend of official cooperation between 
the navy and former corsairs that would last through the seventeenth century. 4 

In 1551 the Ottoman navy, under the command of Grand Vizier Sinaniidin 
Yusuf Pasha (d. 1553) and with the expert advice of the corsair and former gov¬ 
ernor of Djerba 5 Turgut Reis (d. 1565), routed the crusading Knights of St. John 
from Tripoli. Interestingly, Turgut Reis was not appointed the first governor- 
general of Tripolitania. That appointment went instead to Murad Aga, the for¬ 
mer commander of a nearby post. 6 Locals would later sanctify Murad Aga, who 
became a revered Sufi figure. The mosque he built in Tajura on the outskirts of 
today’s Tripoli is also his place of burial and has become a Sufi “shrine” ( mezar/ 
mazar). 7 

For close to seventy-five years, the waters off the Barbary Coast were the 
borderlands between the Ottoman and Hapsburg empires in the battle for con¬ 
trol of the Mediterranean. Initially, with the help of the Barbary corsairs, Istan¬ 
bul gained the upper hand in the western Mediterranean Sea, prompting some 
historians to call the sixteenth-century Mediterranean an “Ottoman lake.” 8 This 
status did not last long, however, for as early as the 1570s the empire’s hold 
had begun to weaken, mirrored by the loosening hold on power of a series of 
Istanbul-appointed governors of Tripolitania. 9 

By the early years of the seventeenth century, Istanbul’s tenuous control of 
the Barbary Coast had been considerably compromised, opening the way for 
a series of local deys, 10 renegades, who took over rule of the area and heavily 
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relied for their economic survival on the slave trade from sub-Saharan Africa 
and the famous Barbary piracy against European and American ships. This 
situation continued until 1711, when Karamanh Ahmed—named in reference 
to Karaman, a provincial district in central Anatolia and the site of the an¬ 
cient Emirate of Karaman—led an armed insurgency against the local dey, 
Muhammad Khalil ibn al-Ginn, occupying Tripoli and dismissing the Istanbul- 
appointed governor-general. Karamanh Ahmed—also known by his Arabized 
name, Ahmad al-Qaramanli—was a kuloglu (literally, “son of a slave”). Kuloglu 
usually meant a janissary who was a son of a janissary, but in the Maghreb it 
meant the son of a janissary officer and a local woman. 11 

Through a combination of material incentives and deadly force, Karamanh 
Ahmed established himself as the paramount ruler of Tripolitania, 12 in the pro¬ 
cess founding the dynastic rule of the Karamanh family. He maintained official 
ties to Istanbul, symbolized by the title Beylerbeyi Pasha bestowed on him by 
Sultan Ahmed III (r. 1673-1736). 13 Locally, he ensured his monopolistic hold 
over this autonomous regency ( pa$ahk ) by massacring most of the influential 
janissaries in Tripoli who posed potential challenges to his rule. This was a 
foreshadowing of what would take place in Cairo when Mehmed Ali Pasha 
followed the Karamanh example to solidify his rule in the formerly Mamluk- 
controlled Ottoman province of Egypt. 14 

Despite Karamanh Ahmed Pashas major accomplishments, the heyday of 
Karamanh rule was actually during the reign of his successor, Karamanh Yusuf 
Pasha (r. 1796-1832), who in 1796, following a violent struggle with local ri¬ 
vals, successfully established his dominance in Tripoli. 15 After consolidating his 
power, he took advantage of the European preoccupation with the Napoleonic 
Wars to reassert Tripoli’s influence in the Mediterranean by intensifying his 
support for the corsair raids on European and American ships. In the process, 
he engaged the newly established US Navy along the coast of Tripoli in a battle 
that ended with the signing of a peace treaty with the Americans in 1812. 16 Yu¬ 
suf Pashas ambitions were not limited to the Mediterranean. In the 1820s his 
financial goals led him south to the Lake Chad basin, where he established a 
military alliance with the powerful Kingdom of Kanem-Borno. 

Borno is the name of a state in the northeast of today’s Nigeria southwest 
of Lake Chad. 17 It was also the name of the ancient kingdom of the Kanuri 
people of central Africa. Until the first decade of the nineteenth century, the 
Saifawa Dynasty ruled Borno, whose location at the geographical center of cen¬ 
tral Sudan made it not only the beneficiary of a multitude of cultural influences 
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but also the trading hub of North Africa, the Nile Valley, and the sub-Saharan 
region as well as the gateway to the lucrative slave trade. 18 This strategic loca¬ 
tion also made Borno the object of attacks by aspiring neighbors from both 
east and west, however. For example, in 1804 repeated raids by the aggressively 
expansionist Fulani fighters aiming to expand the rule of the Sokoto Caliphate 
forced the ruling Saifawa family to seek help from a popular Muslim scholar 
from Kanem, northeast of Lake Chad, named Shehu (Sheikh) al-Hajj Muham¬ 
mad Lamino (al-Amin) bin Muhammad al-Kanemi. 19 Al-Kanemi came to the 
aid of Borno on more than one occasion, eventually subduing the Fulani threat. 

The long-term consequence of al-Kanemi’s success, however, was the weak¬ 
ened legitimacy of the Saifawa mai (king) 20 and the eventual takeover of Borno 
by the al-Kanemi Dynasty. The last of the Saifawa mais was executed in 1846. 21 
With the al-Kanemi family controlling Borno, the two kingdoms were brought 
under the same rule, becoming the Kingdom of Kanem-Borno. 

The challenge to Kanem-Borno’s sovereignty did not end with the take¬ 
over by the al-Kanemi family. It continued for the next century, requiring the 
assistance of allies in Fezzan, Tripoli, and later Benghazi. As early as 1806, 
while Kanem-Borno was fending off Fulani attacks, Wadai, under the rule 
of c Abd al-Karim Sabun (r. 1803-1813), invaded the Borno tributary state of 
Bagirmi, using the excuse of the religious laxity of its ruler c Abd al-Rahman 
Qarun, and took over the capital, Massina. 22 Control of Bagirmi, which for 
decades had been the main reason for the wars between Borno and neigh¬ 
boring Wadai, would continue to be a security and economic issue until 1817, 
when al-Kanemi finally accepted the aid of his ally to the north, Karamanh 
Yusuf Pasha. Yusuf Pasha sent a military expedition under the command of 
Muhammad al-Mekani, governor of Fezzan, to assist Borno in its fight against 
the Fulani rebels that year and again in 1821, when Shehu Muhammad Lamino 
al-Kanemi (r. 1811-1835) requested aid in subduing Bagirmi, 23 which was once 
again rebellious. 

Karamanh Yusuf Pasha saw the strategic benefit in aligning himself with 
Kanem-Borno to solidify his economic ties with the most powerful Sudanic 
kingdom at the time. This alliance helped him reinforce his hold on the lucra¬ 
tive sub-Saharan-North African slave trade, which was the main export busi¬ 
ness of Kanem-Borno and a large source of revenue for the Karamanh Dynasty. 
Economic and political relations with the regency’s southern neighbors ac¬ 
quired special importance after European and American powers forced Yusuf 
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Pasha to sign agreements to abandon his support of corsair raids, one of his 
largest revenue sources. 24 The Kingdom of Wadai, Kanem-Borno’s main com¬ 
petitor for trade and political domination of central Sudan, continued to agitate 
for war, at times with great success, eventually reaching and partially destroy¬ 
ing the capital of Borno, Kukawa, in 1846. 25 

In addition to the Tripoli-based Karamanh Dynasty and the Central Su- 
danic Kingdoms, there was another power to contend with along the eastern 
trade routes of the Sahara: the “Arab” Bedouins, the masters of the Libyan Des¬ 
ert. Like the tribes that inhabited the Arabian Desert, the Ottoman Empire’s 
other southern frontier, the Bedouins who inhabited the vast expanses of land 
between the Libyan interior and the Central Sudanic Kingdoms maintained 
their autonomy under Karamanh rule and later under direct Ottoman rule. 
Control of the trade routes was shared with the other masters of trans-Saharan 
trade, the Tuareg (Tawariq) of the western Sahara. However, because my focus 
is on the eastern trade route of the desert, I limit my observations to the Bed¬ 
ouin tribes and their role in maintaining the cultural and economic connec¬ 
tions between the Mediterranean coast and central Africa during in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. 

One of the strongest of the tribal communities was the Awlad Sulaiman 
tribal confederation, whose members claimed descent from Banu Sulaim of 
Arabia, whose origins can be traced back to Khaibar near Najd in central 
Arabia and later to the Hijaz. Around 978 the Fatimid Caliph al- c Aziz Billah 
(r. 955-996) forced Banu Sulaim to migrate to Upper Egypt. 26 In the eleventh 
century, their descendants, Awlad Suleiman, made their way west through the 
Libyan Desert to the Mediterranean coastal towns stretching from Tripoli to 
Benghazi, 27 and by the beginning of the eighteenth century they had estab¬ 
lished themselves as the main power controlling the flow of goods along the 
eastern trans-Saharan caravan routes from the Central Sudanic Kingdoms in 
the south to the Mediterranean coast of the Libyan provinces in the north. 28 
In the second half of the nineteenth century, the historic relationship between 
the Bedouins of the Libyan Desert and the kingdoms of central Sudan helped 
to facilitate a political alliance between the Ottoman-controlled north and the 
sub-Saharan interior until the Italian occupation of Libya in 1911. 29 The asser¬ 
tion of direct Ottoman rule in the Libyan provinces in 1835 inadvertently served 
to solidify these ties when the Ottomans forced the migration of the majority of 
Awlad Suleiman south to the Lake Chad basin. 
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1832-1842: A Transitional Decade 

In the 1820s, the Great Powers began to pressure the Karamanh Dynasty to end 
its support for the Barbary Coast corsairs and enforce the ban on slave trading 
in Tripolitania. This pressure forced Yusuf Pasha to impose higher tariffs on 
goods coming from the Libyan interior and to levy special taxes to meet his 
financial commitments. It was not long before his popularity began to erode in 
the Libyan interior, most notably in Fezzan, which soon rose up in open revolt. 
A French blockade of Tripoli in 1830 and a British blockade in 1832 aimed to 
collect debts that French and British nationals were owed. In response, Yusuf 
Pasha resorted to the unpopular and ultimately calamitous measure of taxing 
the kuloglu class. As descendants of janissaries, members of the kuloglu class 
had traditionally been exempt from taxation by the Tripolitanian government. 
This desperate measure led to even more social unrest in the coastal areas of 
the Libyan provinces, eventually forcing Yusuf Pasha to abdicate in favor of his 
son Ah Pasha. 30 

By then, however, the die had been cast, and the Karamanh Dynasty’s days 
were numbered. Tripolitania continued to experience a great deal of political 
and economic turmoil as the dynasty’s loss of control led to further internal 
fighting. The intensifying international pressure to curtail the slave trade and 
put an end to corsairing, coupled with the collapse of caravan trade routes from 
sub-Saharan Africa to the Mediterranean coast and the resulting economic cri¬ 
sis, brought the regency to its knees. 31 

In 1835, Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808-1839) ordered a naval expedition to rees¬ 
tablish Istanbul’s control over the Libyan administrative zones of Tripolitania, 
Cyrenaica, and Fezzan, fearing that sitting idly by while Tripoli faced further 
internal instability and mounting foreign debts might give France or Britain 
the excuse to invade. 32 Unwilling to relive the catastrophic loss of Algeria to the 
French in 1830 and fresh from a humiliating peace treaty he had been forced to 
sign with Mehmed Ah Pasha, the governor-general of Ottoman Libya’s neigh¬ 
boring province of Egypt, the sultan took decisive action, sending in Ottoman 
troops and starting what historians have come to call the second period of Ot¬ 
toman rule in Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, and Fezzan. 33 

Ottoman Tripolitania and Cyrenaica 34 or, as they were commonly re¬ 
ferred to in Ottoman sources, Trablusgarb and Bingazi, were administrative 
zones sharing the Mediterranean coast of what today roughly corresponds to 
the Arab Republic of Libya. I use the somewhat vague term “zone” because, 
other than the Mediterranean Sea to the north, the boundaries between these 
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administrative and political entities were vaguely defined, stretching and over¬ 
lapping along the frontiers of the Libyan and Egyptian deserts and the vast 
Sahara. The lack of survey-defined borders in the region created a number of 
contentious issues as territoriality became a defining factor in late nineteenth- 
century colonialism. 35 

In the early 1840s, only a few years after Ottoman direct rule had been es¬ 
tablished for the second time, the coastal cities of Ottoman Libya were chosen 
as pilot locations to implement the newly announced Tanzimat. The Tanzimat, 
the brainchild of Sultan Mahmud II and several French-educated men in Istan¬ 
bul, were part of a massive top-down project to reform all levels of Ottoman 
government, often following examples set by other European states. For the 
next twenty-five years, Istanbul continued to introduce administrative, agri¬ 
cultural, and educational reforms in the various administrative zones of Otto¬ 
man Libya. 36 A cornerstone of the Tanzimat plan was the centralization of the 
government’s power, prompting the governor-general of Tripolitania to push 
for more state control deeper into previously autonomous areas of the Libyan 
interior but meeting with little success. 37 Even though the Ottoman military 
was largely successful in asserting state control in the coastal cities and towns, it 
found it much harder to establish dominion in the interior region where, soon 
after the collapse of Karamanh rule, the Bedouin tribes reasserted their au¬ 
tonomy. 38 Most significantly, Awlad Suleiman, under the leadership of Sheikh 
c Abd al-Jalil, had successfully established their dominance over the Fezzan re¬ 
gion. 

Determined to assert its control over the vast territories of the empire, in 
1842 the Ottoman government ordered its military to march south from Tripoli 
to the renegade region of Fezzan. The armed contingency was dispatched to the 
sancak (a district of the province of Trablusgarb) of Fezzan to punish Awlad 
Suleiman for refusing to pay taxes and submit to the newly reestablished Ot¬ 
toman rule. In the event, Awlad Suleiman suffered a decisive defeat and their 
leader, Sheikh c Abd al-Jalil, was killed, 39 convincing tribal elders that they had 
no choice but to migrate en masse. It was said that they considered two desti¬ 
nations in which to take refuge: Egypt and Kanem-Borno. The final decision 
was Kanem-Borno because of the historic ties between Awlad Suleiman and 
the inhabitants of Kanem and their familiarity with central Sudan—a clear re¬ 
flection of north-south intimate relations. In Kanem, Awlad Suleiman carved 
out a place of influence for themselves through alliances established with local 
leaders. 40 Eventually, just as they had done before, within a few decades they 
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had reestablished themselves as major power brokers in the Libyan Desert by 
aligning themselves with the Sanusi Order, eventually playing a central role in 
the Sanusi-led military resistance against the French army in central Africa in 
1901-1902. 41 This was not a unique development. Another tribe by the name 
of Awlad Muhammad that had established its trading state in Fezzan in 1550 
migrated south to the Lake Chad basin whenever it felt threatened by the state 
in Tripoli. It was not until the devastating defeat at the hands of the Karamanh 
Yusuf Pasha in 1820 that the tribe was all but annihilated. 

Understanding the reasons for Awlad Suleimans resilience in this particular 
case gives us the key to understanding how the Bedouin tribes maintained their 
autonomy against the hegemony of imperial forces. Their strength stemmed 
from the breadth of their networks, which were almost entirely independent 
from the evolving state system along the coast. The tribes of the Libyan interior 
established their nodes of political power in the Sahara, outside the purview of 
the Ottoman state, with leaders of large tribes such as Awlad Suleiman regu¬ 
larly contracting marriage alliances with chiefs, sultans, and kings from the 
Lake Chad basin east to Darfur. An additional source of resilience was the mal¬ 
leable temporary alliances with other tribes that arose in the face of external 
threat without causing the loss of a tribe’s independent identity. 42 Moreover, 
the absence of dependence on a single geographical center allowed the tribes 
to disperse and reorganize with relative ease. If they were defeated in the north, 
they moved south to safety, relying on alliances far removed from the threat of 
sedentary states. In their newly adopted home, they rebuilt their society and 
networks and slowly reasserted themselves in positions of power and as a col¬ 
lective force to be reckoned with. Mobility was their biggest asset in the long 
run. 43 

The strength that came from alliances among the mobile tribes—a factor 
too often ignored by historians of nineteenth-century Libya—is fundamental 
to understanding the strength and influence of the Sanusi Order in the eastern 
Sahara. The Sanusi Order often catered to and allied itself with major tribal 
confederations, such as Awlad Suleiman, taking advantage of already estab¬ 
lished networks of trade, politics, security, and social interactions. The process 
by which the Sanusi leader emerged as the de facto leader of the eastern Sahara 
at the end of the nineteenth century tells us much about the Hamidian regime’s 
envisioned method of expanding Ottoman suzerainty deep into the Sahara and 
the Lake Chad basin after 1885. 


OTTOMAN LIBYA AND THE EASTERN SAHARA 


29 


The Emergence of the Sanusi Order 

Filibeli Ahmed Hilmi §ehbenderzade (1865-1914), an Ottoman intellectual and 
political writer living in Istanbul, described the Libyan Desert at the end of the 
nineteenth century as a region full of zaviyeler of various orders. In doing so, 
he consciously chose the Ottoman-Turkish term closest to the Arabic zawiya 44 
over the Turkish tekke used for most Sufi “lodges” in Anatolia to highlight the 
distinction between the two. According to Hilmi, the zawdya (plural of zawiya) 
were at the heart of the quotidian life of North Africans, for the most part fill¬ 
ing the void left by absent government services and state-sponsored infrastruc¬ 
ture. “[When] one says zaviye [in North Africa] one means school, orphanage, 
old-peoples home, a center for assistance and medical help, it means a hos¬ 
pital,” 45 he explained. “The zaviye is everybody’s religious, political and social 
reference.” 46 

In an area where there was negligible state infrastructure and close to no 
government social or economic planning, the zawiya fulfilled the practical 
needs of those who shared this vast space, creating a nodal presence in a seem¬ 
ingly unmanageably large desert marked by the constant struggle for survival in 
a harsh and often hostile natural environment. A typical Sanusi Order zawiya 
was a complex of multipurpose buildings serving as school, hospital, trade 
center, court, and administrative and community center. 47 In effect the Sanusi 
Order performed the functions of a state through their network of zawdya 
stretching from Benghazi to the frontiers of sub-Saharan Africa, creating what 
some scholars describe as a “North African Muslim model” of governance. 48 

The Sanusi Order has been the object of much curiosity, as evidenced by 
the accounts of Ottoman and European visitors and European military and 
economic representatives, Ottoman government reports, and contemporary 
Ottoman and European newspapers and magazines. In the twentieth century, 
historians from a variety of backgrounds viewed the Sanusi Order from a mul¬ 
titude of perspectives, often producing contradictory analyses of the order and 
its relations with Ottoman and European imperialism. 

Some European historians have investigated the Sanusi Order’s organiza¬ 
tional structure and the reasons behind its success in the Sahara. Most notably, 
E. E. Evans-Pritchard, who initially took an interest in the order while on as¬ 
signment with the British military in 1932, wrote extensively on the Bedouins of 
Cyrenaica and neighboring areas. His magnum opus, The Sanusi of Cyrenaica, 
and several articles, papers, and essays are still some of the most quoted sources 
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on the topic. 49 Most of the scholarship of the past two decades has attempted to 
explain the extraordinary influence that this Sufi order exerted on the region, 
its unprecedented expansion, and the extent of its reach and power. Two of the 
most prolific writers on this subject are Kunt S. Vikor and Emrys L. Peters. I 
have relied extensively on their work to produce a background picture of the 
Sanusi Order before exploring its relationship with the Ottoman state. 50 

In the Arab world, most historians have focused on the “cult of personal¬ 
ity” of the order’s leaders, their lives, and religious philosophies. The majority 
of this historical work took place during the height of postcolonial national¬ 
ist fervor in the late 1950s and throughout the 1960s, when scholars from the 
Arab world depicted the Sanusi Order as the forerunner to anticolonial Libyan 
nationalism. 51 In the 1980s and 1990s, new research produced more detailed 
knowledge, continuing the discourse of anticolonial nationalism while situat¬ 
ing the Sanusi Order of the mid-nineteenth and late nineteenth century as “a 
strong indigenous Libyan leadership, fully aware of colonial interests in this 
region.” 52 Over the last decade, a new generation of historians—although heav¬ 
ily relying on older scholarship—have reinterpreted the political project of al- 
Sanusi leadership as promoting a pan-Islamic ideology reflecting millennial 
populist political thought in the Arab world at the time. 53 

Historians date the beginning of the Sanusi Order 54 to 1843 in al-Bayda’ 
(the White One) in Jabal al-Akhdar (Green Mountain), just outside of the city 
of Benghazi in Cyrenaica. 55 The order was named after its founder, a religious 
scholar by the name of Sayyid Muhammad bin Ah al-Sanusi al-Khattabi al- 
Idrisi al-Hasani (1787-1859), 56 who was born in a village near the town of Mus- 
taghanem on the Mediterranean coast of Ottoman Algeria. 57 For the purposes 
of this book and to avoid confusion between Muhammad bin Ah and his suc¬ 
cessors, who were also referred to as al-Sanusi (pronounced “es-Snusi” in the 
local North African dialect), I adopt the Anglicized version of the name his 
followers used for the founder, the Grand Sanusi (al-Sanusi al-Akbar). 58 

The Grand Sanusi was educated in several small zawaya before heading to 
the University of al-Qarawiyyin (Karaouine) in Fes in 1805. In 1824 he took the 
long journey from the Maghreb to Mecca to perform the hajj, 59 staying there 
for several years and becoming a very close disciple of Sayyid Ahmad bin Idris 
al-Fasi (d. 1836). 60 After al-Fasi’s passing, the majority of the Grand Sanusi’s 
disciples followed him to the vicinity of Mecca, where he built his first zawiya, 
which he called Abi Qabis. The Grand Sanusi’s time in the Hijaz would prove 
indispensible to his political success in the eastern Sahara. For example, while 
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living in Mecca he built an important relationship with Muhammad al-Sharif 
(d. 1858), the future sultan of Wadai, who had come to Mecca to perform the 
hajj. This partnership would prove crucial to the order’s future economic and 
political success, for Sultan Muhammad al-Sharif and later his son would even¬ 
tually facilitate trade between Cyrenaica and the Sudan and become strong 
supporters of the Sanusi religious philosophy, helping to spread its influence to 
regions of the Lake Chad basin that fell in their orbit of influence. 61 

In 1840 the Grand Sanusi left Mecca and headed back across the Red Sea to 
the Maghreb, where he built the base of his order’s power. There are conflicting 
accounts of the circumstances surrounding this return to Africa. Some histori¬ 
ans believe that he was pressured out of Mecca by zealous local religious schol¬ 
ars ( ulema/^ulama ) and local government intermediaries. 62 Azmzade hinted 
at the pressure the Grand Sanusi felt from the local establishment: “When the 
late Seyyid Muhammad bin Ali al-Sanusi was in Mecca to spread the ‘Sanusiye 
tarikati,’ he found himself closely watched and facing objections from some 
elements, even though he never posed any objections to other noble orders.” 63 
It is also suggested that the Grand Sanusi left Mecca by his own free will, point¬ 
ing to the fact that his zawaya in the Hijaz continued to operate even after 
his departure. Evidence from his own writings shows that the Grand Sanusi 
had begun to see himself as a spiritual guide to the nomadic and seminomadic 
populations and that very early in his career he planned to return to preach to 
the Bedouins of the Sahara. 64 According to Azmzade, even in the early period 
the main target of the Grand Sanusi’s mission was the tribes outside of the main 
urban centers in the Hijaz: “Targeting neighboring tribes, the sheikh was able 
to save them from ignorance and heedlessness, and the tribesmen were able to 
attain material and spiritual benefits, and in the process make them follow the 
path to civility and high standards of good behavior.” 65 1 believe that both local 
pressure on the Grand Sanusi and his declared mission led him to leave the 
Hijaz for the Maghreb. 

On the way to the Maghreb, the Grand Sanusi stopped in Cairo before 
reaching Siwa, Jalu, and Awijja in the Libyan and Egyptian deserts, where he 
stayed for several months at the invitation of local elders. 66 He then contin¬ 
ued his journey northwest toward his declared destination of Gabes (Qabis) 
in Tunisia, but unexpectedly changed course. His choice of Gabes, so close 
to French-occupied Algeria, led many historians to speculate on whether 
the Grand Sanusi’s return had anticolonial designs. There are conflicting ac¬ 
counts of his stance on the French occupation of Algeria and the role French 
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colonialism played in his decision to return to the Maghreb. Some historians 
have even suggested that the Grand Sanusi was one of the main organizers of 
Algerian resistance against the French in the 1840s and 1850s. Others have sug¬ 
gested that the French were well aware of his movements and from a very early 
stage planned to combat his influence in North Africa. 67 

I argue that it is only the benefit of hindsight that allows us to assess the 
Grand Sanusi’s actions once he settled in the Libyan interior. There is no evi¬ 
dence of any anti-imperial activities during his lifetime, and it is important that 
Gabes, and indeed Tunisia, fell to the French more than three decades after his 
migration from the Hijaz. It is my belief that accounts of the Grand Sanusi’s 
supposed anticolonial activities were intended to imbue the order with an aura 
of an anticolonial resistance so as to fit it into a latter-day nationalist narration 
of Libyan history of the mid-twentieth century. 

The Grand Sanusi eventually settled in al-Bayda 3 in Jabal al-Akhdar of 
Cyrenaica. Much significance is attached to the choice of this location, which 
would become the “mother zdwiya” the spiritual base of the Sanusi Order and 
the first capital of the independent Kingdom of Libya ruled by the Grand Sa- 
nusi’s grandson, Idris bin Muhammad al-Mahdi al-Sanusi (r. 1951-1969). 68 Why 
did the Grand Sanusi choose a location far from the coast? Was it his alleged 
aversion to the Ottoman state that pushed him toward this remote location? 
Was it simply a personal choice to live in a remote area that was more condu¬ 
cive to quiet meditation? Or was it that he chose to devote his order to helping 
the poorly serviced rural population? For me, these questions are not simply a 
matter of academic curiosity. Rather, they directly impact our understanding 
of the Sanusi Order’s ideological view of the imperial state apparatus and, more 
specifically, the Grand Sanusi’s relationship with the Ottoman state’s representa¬ 
tives. 

Twentieth-century historians were not the first to speculate on the politi¬ 
cal significance of the Grand Sanusi’s choice to settle in Jabal al-Akhdar. Many 
contemporary European observers, who were keeping a watchful eye on his 
actions, pondered his reasons for choosing such a remote and sparsely inhab¬ 
ited region for his first North African zdwiya. For example, according to Cecil 
Godfrey Wood, 69 a Damascene-born British career diplomat and British consul 
in Benghazi at the time, such a distant location—more than twenty kilometers 
from the nearest coastal town—served his strong ideological objection to the 
state-sponsored Western-style reforms of the Ottoman government and its ap¬ 
plication of the Tanzimat in the main towns along the Mediterranean coast. 
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More specifically, Wood believed that the reforms introduced by Sultan Ab- 
diilmecid and by Mehmed Ali Pasha, the governor-general of Egypt, were in 
conflict with the Grand Sanusi’s so-called traditional ideology. 70 He went even 
further to say that the Grand Sanusi personally warned against “the introduc¬ 
tion of European institutions” and “against even contact with Christians.” 71 This 
opposition. Wood explained, put the Sanusi Order on a collision course with 
reform-minded Ottoman officials, leaving the Grand Sanusi no choice but to 
physically distance himself from the centers of state control. 72 A closer look at 
the context in which Woods claims were made and the sources he relied on 
sheds light on how Wood arrived at such strong opinions. 

Cecil Wood’s memorandum in which he reported his views in 1889, a year 
after being transferred from Benghazi to Jeddah, was largely based on the writ¬ 
ings of several French travelers and military explorers who had passed through 
the Libyan Desert a few decades earlier. Three books in particular were most 
often cited in opinion pieces and diplomatic advisory notes and had a great 
deal of influence on public opinion—and not just in France and Germany, 
where they were originally published. British and Ottoman diplomats also re¬ 
ferred to them in communiques to their superiors in London and Istanbul. 

The ethnographer Louis Rinn’s Marabouts et Khouan: Etude sur I’Islam en 
Algerie (1884) was considered an authoritative guide book of sorts for French 
colonial administrators on how to deal with members of local Sufi orders in 
North Africa. Writing in the 1880s, Rinn warned that the Sanusi Order was a 
very dangerous influence on the political outlook of the local population and 
its perception of European colonialists. 73 

The physician Gustav Nachtigal’s travelogues, which he based on his trips 
through Sanusi territory to central Africa, were also cited in diplomatic reports. 
His description of the order and its ideological leanings and of the Central Su- 
danic Kingdoms in the Lake Chad basin were often Europeans’ first introduc¬ 
tion to the region as a whole and to the order in particular. His most famous 
German-language work, published in Berlin between 1889 and 1900, is a four- 
volume study, Sahara und Sudan: Ergebnisse sechsjdhriger Reisen in Afrika, 
which was translated into English between 1971 and 1989. Like Rinn, Nachtigal 
saw danger in the order’s influence on the locals, warning about the “pertinac¬ 
ity with which these fanatics embrace a great part of Africa in their Jesuiti¬ 
cal web and the threatening selflessness with which they serve their cause.” 74 
The most hostile European observer of the order by far was the French ad¬ 
venturer Henri Duveyrier. In his books, published throughout the 1860s, the 
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Sanusi Order was vilified to a ready Parisian audience who developed a fervent 
antipathy to it. This fervid hatred might explain the savagery of the French 
army in annihilating the order and its followers in central Africa four decades 
later during the French-Libyan War of 1900-1902. 75 Even though Duveyrier’s 
books were little different from those of his European contemporaries traveling 
through the Middle East and Africa, they are considered much more important 
because they were widely read by European colonialists and policy makers and 
thus directly and indirectly affected decisions leading to the course of events 
during the push for central Africa in the late nineteenth century. 76 

In spite of warnings about the order’s hostility toward Christians, the West, 
and European-inspired reformers, there is little factual evidence to suggest that 
the opinions of Wood or other earlier European representatives were based in 
reality. For this reason, recent scholarship revisiting the so-called legende noire 
de la Sanusiyya has determined that these opinions arose from the unques¬ 
tioned European colonial mentalite of the time . 77 1 leave the last word on this 
issue to Evans-Pritchard, the original historian of the order: “Though some 
writers have made assertions to the contrary, the Sanusis have never shown 
themselves more hostile than other Muslims to Christians and Jews, and . . . 
avoided all political entanglements which might bring them into unfriendly 
relations with neighboring states and European powers.” 78 

Unlike the revisionist history of the order’s attitude toward Europe and 
European travelers, a historical revision of Sanusi-Ottoman relations has 
been slower to happen. I take it on here because these relations are funda¬ 
mental to an understanding of the Sanusi’s role in Ottoman expansionist 
strategies in the face of European colonialism. I put the inherited knowledge 
of Sanusi-Ottoman relations under a microscope to better explain how it fits 
with assumptions about imperial strategy along the southern frontiers of the 
empire. 

The Ottoman Empire and the Sanusi Order: 

Partnership or Competition? 

There is no doubt that the appearance of the Grand Sanusi on the scene a few 
years after the reestablishment of Istanbul’s authority in Ottoman Libya aroused 
the suspicions of the still young provincial administration. His reputation as a 
religious leader with a devoted following in the Hijaz and the popular sup¬ 
port he garnered in Cairo and several other towns in the Libyan and Egyptian 
deserts on his way to the Maghreb were probably cause for suspicion about his 
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political intentions and his position vis-a-vis Istanbul’s reassertion of imperial 
rule in the Maghreb. 

As mentioned earlier, after changing course from his declared destination of 
Gabes, the Grand Sanusi did not go directly to al-Bayda 3 . In fact, he traced his 
steps back east, first stopping at the seat of the Ottoman provincial government 
in Tripolitania, Tripoli. There are several accounts of his interactions with Otto¬ 
man provincial representatives, many of whom described the Ottoman governor- 
general, Ali Ashkar ( c Ashqar) Pasha (r. 1838-1842), as initially very suspicious of 
the Grand Sanusi’s intentions. 79 However, according to Ahmad al-Sharif (1873- 
1 933 )> one of the Grand Sanusi’s grandchildren and the future leader of Sanusi 
military resistance against European colonialism, the Grand Sanusi’s host in Trip¬ 
oli, a man by the name of Ahmad al-Muntaser, set out to bring the Sufi leader and 
the Ottoman governor-general closer together. Al-Muntaser reportedly invited 
the two to a face-to-face meeting, which led to several subsequent meetings that 
finally convinced Ali Ashkar Pasha that the Grand Sanusis plans did not clash 
with the Ottoman states Tanzimat-era plans for the area. In fact, the opposite was 
true: they were complementary to the Ottoman state’s reform efforts. 80 

The Grand Sanusi’s plans included the promotion of literacy and religious 
education, support for economic development for the rural population, and, 
perhaps most important, the promotion of the Ottoman sultan’s temporal au¬ 
thority in the region. 81 This matches the 1889 assessment of the order by the 
British consul in Benghazi, Donald Cameron, in his report to the Foreign Of¬ 
fice in London. Cameron wrote that the Grand Sanusi had no aspirations to 
temporal power or political ambitions, 82 which was no doubt an oversimpli¬ 
fication in its assumption of a clear separation between the temporal and the 
spiritual. Nevertheless, it did reflect the order’s official stance as well as contem¬ 
porary perception on the ground of its purpose in the Libyan interior. 

Before we leave Tripoli and the initial dealings between provincial authori¬ 
ties and the Grand Sanusi, it is important to mention that most historians agree 
that Governor-General Ali Ashkar Pasha himself eventually became a devoted 
Sanusi, a term which came to denote a follower of the Sanusi tarikat , 83 Whether 
or not the story of his first meeting with the Grand Sanusi is true, it is accepted 
that the Grand Sanusi eventually left Tripoli on very good terms with Ottoman 
authorities. 84 In Benghazi he was warmly greeted by the chiefs of a number of 
tribes from the Libyan interior who had heard of his reputation as a spiritual 
leader of the Libyan Desert Bedouin tribes from reports describing his stays in 
Siwa, Jalu, and Awijja. 85 
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I am not the first historian to investigate the Hamidian governments re¬ 
lationship with the Sanusi Order. However, I am the first to claim that the 
relationship between the order and the Ottoman central government was 
not typical of the usual relationship between an imperial state and local rul¬ 
ers along its frontiers. I argue not only that the Ottoman state’s policy and the 
Sanusi philosophy of administration were ideologically synchronistic but also 
that their work on the ground was complementary, cooperative, and at times 
even synergetic. In education, commerce, tax collection, and local governance, 
a close examination of the programs implemented by the Sanusi leadership in 
the Libyan interior and the Sahara and those implemented by the Ottoman 
state along the coast show striking cooperation well before 1885. 

Similar to its Russian, Austrian, and Japanese counterparts, the Ottoman 
Empire during the Hamidian era prioritized the standardization and expansion 
of state education. As Selim Deringil argues, the purpose of this emphasis on 
education “was to produce a population which was obedient, but also trained 
into espousing the value of the center as its own.” 86 For the Ottoman Empire, 
there were two additional incentives for prioritizing education, however. These 
were the perceived threat of missionary schools, which by the late nineteenth 
century had expanded to unprecedented numbers in the Ottoman provinces, 87 
and the urgent need to staff the empire’s changing administrative apparatus that 
the Tanzimat reforms had significantly expanded, leaving it sorely understaffed 
by the time Sultan Abdulhamid II took the throne. 88 By the end of Sultan Ab- 
diilhamid II’s reign, “approximately 9,147 primary ( ibtidai ) schools, 219 middle 
(riifdiye) schools, 104 secondary ( idadi ) schools, and 18 higher or professional 
schools [had been] established.” 89 

The Hamidian education system also served to emphasize and regulate re¬ 
ligious “morality”—an orthodox Muslim state-approved Hanafi morality, to be 
exact. 90 From the beginning of Abdulhamid II’s reign, Yildiz Palace took this 
task very seriously, 91 even inviting religious dignitaries from around the empire 
to Istanbul in order to reach a consensus on an interpretation of Islamic po¬ 
litical tradition that was favorable to Ottoman ruling interests. 92 In schools the 
main emphases were “first, the need to pray always to God, second to believe in 
the messenger Muhammad, and third to obey the sultan.” 93 These values were 
not dissimilar to the ones espoused by the network of schools established by 
the Grand Sanusi. 

By all accounts, education had been unattainable among the nomadic Bed¬ 
ouin population in the Libyan Desert. Now it flourished with the growth of 
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the Sanusi Order and the spread of its zawaya along the various trade routes. 
According to Lisa Anderson, in spite of the Tanzimat-era reforms that were 
implemented in Ottoman-controlled Tripolitania and Cyrenaica, in the Libyan 
Desert schools teaching reading, writing, and simple mathematics, in addition 
to religious instruction, were being established by the Sanusi Order at a faster 
rate than were the Ottoman state schools in the coastal cities. 94 

The Grand Sanusi’s emphasis on education for the Bedouin population ne¬ 
cessitated knowledge delivery systems that accommodated the lifestyle of their 
target audience. Thus two types of school were established to reach the widest 
swath of the population. The first was a system of mobile schools in which 
teachers traveled with the nomadic populations. The second was a system of 
schools established in zawaya strewn across the eastern Sahara. A French mili¬ 
tary report from the end of the nineteenth century estimated the number of 
pupils enrolled in these schools at 15,600. With the addition of the students 
enrolled in the mobile schools, the total was most likely double that figure be¬ 
cause the latter proved very popular, reaching nomadic tribes whose survival 
depended on their being continuously on the move. 95 

The commitment to the Bedouin way of life was also reflected in the re¬ 
ligious education the Grand Sanusi devised for this population. Unlike most 
urban-based Sufi orders’ rituals and philosophies found across the empire, the 
Sanusi Order’s highly informal and uncomplicated rituals and practices did not 
require much preparation or training. They reflected the Grand Sanusi’s under¬ 
standing of his audience’s lifestyle and literacy. 96 The order’s evident focus on 
the practical might also have been part of its appeal to tribespeople who oper¬ 
ated outside of the imperial state’s system of laws. Because of the emphasis on 
a form of Sunni Islamic law as a way of organizing daily life, being a Sanusiyya 
follower required very little in the way of complex religious rituals that would 
have overly taxed a mobile population. The Sanusi Order prioritized organizing 
principles of day-to-day interaction among individuals, tribes, and the Saharan 
community at large along with coordinating and supervising commercial ac¬ 
tivity, particularly long-distance trade, which was the lifeblood of the Libyan 
Desert tribes. 

Sanusi ceremonies of initiation, which the British consul Donald Cameron 
described in a letter to the Foreign Office on May 12,1889, illustrate the uncom¬ 
plicated nature of the order’s practices. Two types of initiation ceremonies existed 
to accommodate pupils’ different education levels, both known as “Taking the 
Rose.” The first was taking the “Little Rose,” which required three verses covering 
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the basics of the Sunni Islam creed to be recited a prescribed number of times. 
The second was the taking the “Big Rose,” which required a more complex prayer 
invoking the Prophet Muhammad and his family and hinting at traditional Sufi 
themes of visible and occult methods of knowing oneself and the divine. 97 

Along with literacy, trans-Saharan trade flourished as the Sanusi Order and 
its zawaya expanded from Benghazi to the Sudan. With its influence reach¬ 
ing deeper into the desert, most of the tribes traveling the south-north trade 
routes joined the order. In this way, the arrival of the Grand Sanusi and the 
orders speedy growth into the Libyan interior and the eastern Sahara provided 
an approximation of a centralized leadership and administrative coordination, 
which had not been possible before. By the last two decades of the nineteenth 
century, the Benghazi-Kufra-Wadai trade route had become the most impor¬ 
tant of the north-south trans-Saharan trade routes as a result of the Grand 
Sanusi’s efforts. 98 It became especially important after the abolition of the slave 
trade in Egypt in 1877, leaving the route to Benghazi the only one left for this 
illicit trade for the next thirty years. 99 

The Sanusi zawaya served as nodal points of mediation and coordination 
among the various tribes as well as between the Ottoman state and the local 
population. They facilitated the establishment of customary rules of conduct 
and guaranteed the safety of the caravans. In addition, they furnished neces¬ 
sary services to long-distance trade, such as caravanserais and storage depots 
along the routes. 100 

The locations of the zawaya have implications for understanding the influ¬ 
ence that al-Sanusi’s leadership had among the Bedouins and in turn its claim 
of neutrality among often warring tribes. 101 Initial research into the siting of 
zawaya suggested that each zdwiya was associated with a specific tribe or sub- 
tribal groups and that the geographical distribution of the zawaya mirrored 
preexisting segmentations and divisions among tribes and tribal confedera¬ 
tions. 102 More recent scholarship disputes this theory, arguing that the zawaya 
were actually intersection points and that their siting in different communities 
followed the various trade routes taken by different tribes. 103 In many cases, 
the zawaya were built by the collective efforts of various tribes, and sometimes 
their construction brought together town notables and tribal sheikhs in rare 
instances of cooperation, a tradition that started with the construction of the 
first zdwiya in Jabal al-Akhdar. 

Even the Grand Sanusi’s settling in Cyrenaica was reportedly the result of 
a joint invitation from both tribal and community leaders from Benghazi. In 
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fact, the Sanusi Order was successful precisely because the Grand Sanusi not 
only brought warring tribes together but also brokered a rapprochement be¬ 
tween various sectors of Cyrenaican society. 104 Part of his power was his ability 
to both gain the trust of the Bedouin tribes of the eastern Sahara and maintain 
the respect of Ottoman Libyan society, both urban and rural. 

Conclusion 

Even though Istanbul had reestablished its rule over the major urban centers 
along the Mediterranean coast of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica by the early 1840s, 
its control was effectively limited to a narrow stretch of land. The Libyan inte¬ 
rior, including the sancak of Fezzan—the homestead of Awlad Muhammad and 
later Awlad Suleiman—was only nominally in the imperial fold. Tribal struc¬ 
tures of power in the desert were rarely interfered with by Tripoli as long as 
loyalty to the Ottoman “caliph” was maintained and, whenever possible, taxes 
could be collected. In the second half of the nineteenth century, however, be¬ 
ginning with the arrival of the Grand Sanusi in the Libyan interior, a new so¬ 
ciopolitical order began to emerge. No Sufi order was more successful or had a 
wider reach of zawaya in mid-nineteenth-century eastern Sahara and central 
Africa than the Sanusi Order. The Grand Sanusi managed to consolidate the 
power of the Bedouin tribes and expand his power base by sending missionar¬ 
ies deep into the Sahara. The expanded network brought with it coordination 
of trade, education, and political activity in the eastern Sahara. 

As goods from sub-Saharan Africa began to flow consistently into the Ot¬ 
toman port cities of Derna and Benghazi, and as exports to Europe and the rest 
of the Ottoman Empire steadily rose, Istanbul must have begun to view the 
success of the Sanusi Order in achieving stability with a favorable eye, given 
that the coordination of economic and social activities, a goal of the modern¬ 
izing Ottoman state of the Tanzimat era, was indirectly achieved through the 
coordination of the caravan network across the largest desert on earth. In addi¬ 
tion, a single spiritual leader with far-reaching economic, political, and social 
influence in the eastern Sahara and the Lake Chad basin gave Istanbul a legiti¬ 
mate representative for negotiations on behalf of the Libyan interior’s large and 
diverse population. The Sanusi’s relationship with the local population and the 
order’s centralization efforts in the eastern Sahara would take on a global geo¬ 
political importance as the imperial competition over central Africa began to 
heat up following the Conference of Berlin in 1885. 
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THE LEGAL PRODUCTION OF 
OTTOMAN COLONIAL AFRICA 


Today we performed the Friday prayers in the zawiya’s noble mosque. Even 
though this noble mosque is not as well designed as the one in Jaghbub, it is 
very solid and spacious for Kufra ... In a place this far, when the sermon is 
read in the name of his excellency the protector of the caliphate, and when 
upon praying for the holiest of emperors, a group of believers respond with one 
loud voice: “Am!N!” Can an Ottoman help but shed tears of pride? 

Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, Kufra, Friday, November 8,1895 


SADIK PASHA’S DESCRIPTION of being overwhelmed with pride because he 
had witnessed signs of the caliph-sultan’s influence in the Sahara showcases the 
importance Azmzade, a representative of Yildiz Palace on the ground, placed on 
the strength of political and spiritual ties between Istanbul and the Saharan popu¬ 
lation. This connection was the cornerstone of an Ottoman-Sanusi partnership in 
the Sahara after the empire’s entry into the scramble for Africa. The long history 
of cooperation between the Ottoman state and the Sanusi Order combined with 
the order’s far-reaching influence from the Libyan Desert to the Lake Chad basin 
made the head of the Sanusi order the ideal political partner to allow Istanbul to 
claim effective control, by proxy, of the “hinterland” of Ottoman Libya. 

The logic behind Istanbul’s strategy of parallel diplomatic negotiations in 
Berlin and the eastern Sahara is the focus of this chapter. However, before delv¬ 
ing into the empire’s “man on the spot” negotiations in the zawaya of the Sa¬ 
hara and its diplomats’ participation in negotiations in the drawing rooms of 
the German chancellor’s residence at No. 76 Friedrichstrasse in Berlin, we go 
back to Istanbul during the critical years between the Congress of Berlin (1878) 
and the Conference of Berlin (1884). 

From Berlin 1878 to Berlin 1884 

Following a series of catastrophic defeats at the hands of an aggressively ex¬ 
pansionist Russian Empire, Istanbul found itself in a number of highly 
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disadvantageous negotiating positions. Fearing that the worst might happen— 
Catherine the Great’s old dream of a greater Russian Empire with Istanbul at 
its center—Sultan Abdiilhamid Us new administration signed the Treaty of 
Berlin in 1878, losing two-fifths of the empire’s territories and one-fifth of its 
population. 1 The treaty indirectly confirmed European interventionism in the 
Ottoman Empire’s ethno-religious separatist struggles, which had begun more 
than sixty years earlier, 2 forcing the so-called Eastern Question onto the foreign 
policy agendas of the Great Powers. 3 

The 1880s heralded more Ottoman territorial losses to European interests, 
only now they took place not in the name of protecting Ottoman Christian 
subjects or because a dormant national identity of ethno-religious minorities 
had “awakened.” Instead, they took place in the name of protecting European 
geopolitical and economic interests in Muslim-majority North Africa. 4 Ot¬ 
toman Tunisia, or Tunus Eyaleti, which had been under Ottoman suzerainty 
since 1574, was an Ottoman administrative zone that roughly corresponded to 
the coastal areas of the modern-day Tunisian Republic. According to a con¬ 
temporary Ottoman geography textbook used in riifdiye boys’ schools in the 
province of Syria, it had a population of 2.5 million and was the largest Ot¬ 
toman administrative zone in Africa after Egypt and Libya. 5 Similar to what 
had happened to the Karamanh Dynasty in Tripolitania fifty years earlier, the 
Husainid Dynasty’s hold on the regency of Ottoman Tunisia began to loosen, 
opening the way for local tribes to assert their power in the region, which par¬ 
tially manifested itself in cross-border raids into French Algeria. In the spring 
of 1881, despite Ottoman protestation and with the excuse of stopping these 
cross-border attacks to protect both the Husainid Dynasty’s rule and regional 
stability, France invaded and occupied Ottoman Tunisia. 6 This sent waves of 
refugees to Ottoman Libya to escape the horrors of French occupation, as if 
they embodied the impact of European colonialism as it arrived on the door¬ 
step of the last free Ottoman province. 

By early 1882, then, of the three Ottoman provinces in Africa, Trablusgarb 
Vilayeti, which encompassed Tripolitania, Fezzan, and Cyrenaica, had become 
the only one not under some form of European rule. In the midst of the tu¬ 
multuous events of that year, Istanbul designated the office of the governor of 
Cyrenaica a mutasarriflik, which in late-Ottoman terminology meant that the 
mutasarrif (the governor of the mutasarrifiyya ) would now report directly to 
the imperial center and not to the provincial governor-general in Tripoli. In 
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this way, the sultan’s foreign policy advisors could vet all major decisions con¬ 
cerning this administrative zone to ensure that they did not conflict with Istan¬ 
bul’s foreign policy agenda. 7 

It is during the crucial few months between the French occupation of Tu¬ 
nisia in 1881 and the British invasion of Egypt in the summer of 1882 that we 
begin to hear voices from within the Ottoman ranks urging the sultan to leave 
the Balkan losses behind and focus on North Africa. A passionate advocate 
for reorienting Istanbul’s geopolitical focus toward the African frontiers of the 
empire was Ferik Muhammad Zeki Pasha, a divisional general in the Ottoman 
army. 8 Zeki Pasha played a central role during the 1881-1882 Tunisian crises, 
when France revved up its threats to invade Tripolitania if the tribesmen who 
were severed from their kin on the Tunisian side continued their “cross-border” 
attacks against French borderland military installations. 9 He was part of an Ot¬ 
toman force sent to Tripolitania after the French invasion of Tunisia, which, 
according to one French newspaper, amounted to 120,000 soldiers—no doubt 
an extreme exaggeration. Paris protested Istanbul’s actions as provocative, and 
Istanbul responded with reassurances that it was only trying to ensure security 
and stability in Tripolitania, which would benefit French interests as well. This 
was no doubt a cheeky response, alluding to excuses that were employed by the 
French to justify their invasion of Tunisia. 10 

A letter from Ferik Zeki Pasha encouraged Yildiz Palace to pay much closer 
attention to the remaining African provinces of the empire, still under direct 
Ottoman sovereignty. He passionately implored the sultan not to waste time on 
the past: 

If the efforts needed to carry out the necessary reforms and the development 
[esbab-i mamuriyet] projects that this province is in dire need of [ fiddetle 
muhtaf] were spent, it would allow us to control (own) a territory equivalent in 
size to the size of Rumeli. . . with the strength of one million Muslim inhabit¬ 
ants [ milyon muvehidinin kuvvetiyle ], your humble servant has no doubt that 
with His good grace [biliitfihi taala] the benefits would compensate for all of our 
military expenses.... This province is truly in need of reform. 11 

Zeki Pasha continued to portray Ottoman Libya as a hotbed of enthusiastic 
support for Ottoman rule. He claimed that when the locals—with the Bedouin 
carefully enumerated among them as distinct from city folk—came across Ot¬ 
toman soldiers, they uttered expressions of support for the sultan such as “May 
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God make the sultan victorious [Allah yansur al-sultan ]” or recited “touching 
prayers [adtiye muesire ]... with great eloquence [kemali fasahatla]” for the ca¬ 
liph. Perhaps most important, Zeki Pasha stressed the unique opportunity that 
this moment in time presented for Istanbul to use the populations anger and 
their fear of the French threat to reassert the legitimacy of Ottoman rule. The 
peoples anger was due to the French occupation of Tunisia, which sent a flood 
of Tunisian refugees into Tripoli carrying stories of the horrors the French 
army had inflicted on them. Thus, the time was ripe, Zeki Pasha argued, for 
the sultan to publicly assert himself as the legitimate protector of all Muslims 
and take action to turn the local perception of Ottoman troops from a foreign 
power to fellow Muslim protectors working to shield the local population from 
European invaders. Interestingly, he prioritized the construction of an inde¬ 
pendent telegraph line to tie Ottoman Libya to Istanbul, both as a sign of the 
empire’s commitment to its African province and as a much needed investment 
in the regions development. This was a foreshadowing of changes that would 
take place less than a decade later. 12 

Sultan Abdiilhamid II eventually took Zeki Pashas advice to heart, tak¬ 
ing steps toward asserting the Ottoman Empire’s place in the imperial race 
to claim parts of Africa but not before the empire suffered further losses. In 
the summer of 1882, Britain invaded the Ottoman province of Egypt, or Misir 
Eyaleti, which held the empire’s most populous city, Cairo. 13 British reasoning 
for the invasion was similar to the French excuse for occupying Tunisia: to 
stabilize the political situation by protecting the khedival rule from the c Urabi 
Revolt and to secure British interests in the Suez Canal. 14 The c Urabi Revolt, 
which began in 1879, was led by Ahmed Pasha al- c Urabi, an army general who 
had galvanized the Egyptian population against the injustices of the discrimi¬ 
natory rule of the British-backed Turco-Circassian and European elites. By 
1882 it had spread to all layers of Egyptian society, posing a genuine threat 
to the status quo and prompting the British parliament to intervene with an 
overwhelming show of force by authorizing the shelling and destruction of 
many neighborhoods in Alexandria, Egypt’s commercial hub and second larg¬ 
est city. 15 

Thus in 1884, with the French to the west and the British to the east of Ot¬ 
toman Libya, Istanbul entered the race for Africa with a plan to expand its 
territorial claims south into the Sahara and the Lake Chad basin, a region that 
ran from the Mediterranean coast south along the caravan routes and oases of 
the Libyan Desert and the Sahara, through the mountain passes of Tibesti, and 
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into the Lake Chad basin and the kingdoms of central Sudan. To appreciate 
these expanses, consider that the distance from Benghazi to Lake Chad (ap¬ 
proximately 2,300 kilometers) is equal to the distance from Benghazi to Berlin, 
or the equivalent of a three-hour flight. The Sahara, or Sahra-yi Kebir (liter¬ 
ally, “vast desert”), was described in an 1881 Ottoman geography textbook as a 
country ( iilke) listed only third in order after the Ottoman Empire and Algeria 
with a population of 1 million made up of a mixture of tribes. 16 If official school 
textbooks are any indication, it seems that the Sahara was never too far from 
the minds of the authors of Ottoman textbooks and the collective imagination 
of a young generation of Ottomans growing up in the new reality of a post-1878 
Ottoman Empire (Figure 4). 



figure 4 . Ottoman Africa as it appeared in Cep Atlasi Umumi, a 1906 Ottoman atlas 
(al-Zahiriyya Library, Damascus). 
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The Legal Production of the Libyan Hinterland 
The head of the Ottoman delegation to the Conference of Berlin was Said Pa¬ 
sha, the minister of foreign affairs between 1885 and 1895. 17 Conference meet¬ 
ings and discussions went on for several months, eventually producing the 
document commonly referred to as the General Act of Berlin. Two of the act’s 
articles were of particular significance to Istanbul’s bid for expansion into the 
Sahara and the Lake Chad basin, which Istanbul unilaterally identified as the 
empire’s sphere of influence in Africa. 18 The first was Article 34, which em¬ 
ployed the “sphere of influence” concept in legalistic terms for the first time 
in an international agreement, producing what is known as the “sphere of in¬ 
fluence” doctrine. 19 Designed to facilitate the divvying up of what remained 
of African territories without creating conflict among the European powers. 
Article 34 stated that an imperial power could no longer unilaterally declare a 
region within its sphere of influence without meeting a number of criteria set 
out by the act. These criteria included an explicit declaration of the intention to 
lay claim to a certain region and in theory required the agreement of the other 
treaty signatories for a particular sphere of influence to be universally recog¬ 
nized. In effect the act sanctioned the imperial powers’ “right” to determine the 
fate of the African territories without consulting the locals, who were rendered 
virtually invisible and mute variables in the arithmetic of competitive colonial¬ 
ism. The abstraction of the subjects of European colonial rule was not new. 
What was new, however, was that the terms of colonialism were being inscribed 
in international agreements and thus protected under international law. In its 
early days, international law regulated the ways in which the so-called civilized 
could exploit the so-called less civilized and the “global North” could exploit 
the “global South.” 

It follows, then, that interpretations of agreements such as the Act of Berlin 
were left to the emerging world powers. For example, Article 34 introduced 
what later came to be known as the Hinterland Doctrine, according to which 
“the Power which established a settlement on the coast had the right to assume 
sovereignty over all the adjacent interior, which is necessary to the integrity 
and security of the settlement, provided such a territory was unoccupied by 
other Powers.” 20 The term hinterland (in German hinter means “rear”) led to 
much confusion and conflicting interpretation, particularly regarding how 
much of the land to the “rear” of a coastal area was to be considered hinterland 
and what its geographical boundaries would be. Which coastal areas did the 
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hinterland doctrine apply to: the Mediterranean Sea, the Red Sea, the Atlan¬ 
tic Ocean? What about inland waterways and lakes such as the Congo River, 
the Nile, Lake Chad? What entities could be used to map an areas hinterland: 
economic ties, historical connections, commercial connections, religious affini¬ 
ties, cultural affiliations, tribal zones, political alliances? Were the hinterland’s 
borders to be drawn perpendicular to the coastline or determined by social and 
economic relations? 

None of the answers to such questions were made explicit in the Act of 
Berlin, requiring future case-by-case interpretation and negotiations when 
conflicting interests arose, effectively leaving the final decision to the negotia¬ 
tors. This was no simple oversight. In effect it allowed enough flexibility that 
when the time came, as would be the case with Ottoman Libya’s hinterland, 
the ultimate decision was left in the hands of those with greater power. This 
power took political, economic, and military capital to implement. Ironically, 
the power of the law was also used to protect the privileges of the more muscu¬ 
lar empires over the weaker ones. 21 

The second relevant article in the Act of Berlin introduced another problem¬ 
atic concept known as “effective occupation.” Article 35 was of great practical 
importance in that it was supposed to define the sanctioned methods whereby 
the European powers could legally prove their claims to regions in Africa from 
1885 onward. The mere “discovery” or surveying of a territory by an empire’s cit¬ 
izen/subject would no longer be sufficient grounds for the imperial metropole 
to claim control over it. According to Peter Fitzpatrick, “The discovery’ of terri¬ 
tory ... could not simply be something that a colonizing nation smugly held to 
itself; it had to be recognized as an effective discovery, be projected forward and 
secure continuing recognition among the community of nations for it to come 
into and remain in being.” 22 Starting in 1885, an imperial power with colonial in¬ 
tentions would have to demonstrate its effective occupation of an area, signified 
by “continuous occupation supported by actual settlements or military posts.” 23 
Here, too, the legal understanding of the term was left vague and would have to 
be negotiated on a case-by-case basis when a challenge arose. 

Most of the regions in Africa over which the Great Powers were competing 
after 1885 were in the interior and often contained vast swathes of land with 
harsh environments that proved difficult to colonize. For this reason, actual 
settlement with a substantial number of boots on the ground in every area 
that the imperial powers claimed in the vast African interior was a practical 
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impossibility. However, because many interior regions were of essential eco¬ 
nomic importance to the already established European coastal colonies, they 
were considered central to the European colonial project despite the difficulty 
of establishing colonies. 

In the case of the sparsely inhabited Sahara, although it had very few natu¬ 
ral resources (that were known at the time) to be exploited, the economic via¬ 
bility of other colonial possessions—particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and the 
Sudan—depended on free access to the trade routes that passed through it. For 
example, areas south of the Sahara were largely dependent on the long-distance 
trans-Saharan caravan routes that crisscrossed the eastern Sahara east to west 
and north to south. The power that controlled these routes controlled the main 
economic lifeline of the Saharan and sub-Saharan regions of central Africa, not 
to mention the trans-African route from French-controlled West Africa to the 
British-controlled Nile Valley. 

The post-1885 negotiations were in many ways the catalyst for a redefinition 
of the concept of effective occupation. They represented a turning point in legal 
opinion, at which proving possession through actual settlement and direct ad¬ 
ministration would no longer be the measure of the “legality” of occupation. 24 
The change began immediately after the conclusion of the conference, when 
the emphasis on physical occupation shifted to the “manifestation and exercise 
of functions of government over the territory.” 25 Legal scholar Surya Sharma 
points out that some contemporary understandings of effective occupation dis¬ 
tinguished between territories that were conducive to human settlement (sup¬ 
posedly European settlement) and those that were not. This is of particular 
importance in explaining the significance of control over the eastern Sahara, 
the hinterland of Libya. It is also the key to understanding Istanbul’s policies in 
the eastern Sahara beginning in 1885. 

In the colonization of the African interior, the emphasis was not on set¬ 
tler colonialism but “upon establishment of minimum governmental author¬ 
ity throughout the areas being acquired in order that existing rights could be 
protected, trade and commerce carried out, and minimum order maintained 
amongst the aboriginal population.” 26 With this as the standard against which 
an empire’s “legitimacy” of occupation was to be judged, Istanbul set out to 
solidify its ties to the lands that it believed fell within its “sphere of influence”— 
the Lake Chad basin north to the Mediterranean coast of Tripolitania and 
Cyrenaica—using the new language of European colonialism. From this point 
forward, this region would be described as the hinterland of Ottoman Libya 
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in diplomatic correspondence and in negotiations with the empire’s European 
counterparts. In fact, the terminology of the new imperialism held such rhe¬ 
torical power and particularity in meaning that hinterland was adopted into 
the Ottoman-Turkish language in its original form because a literal transla¬ 
tion was deemed not to convey its contextual power. The weight of colonial 
possession and the awareness of the novelty of what Ottoman officials were 
negotiating with meant that there existed no Ottoman-Turkish substitute and 
the term had to be adopted as is to convey the specificity of the new form of 
imperial claim. 

Phrases such as “Devlet-i Aliye’nin Trablusgarb hinterlandi . . ,” 27 in official 
correspondence strictly maintained the terminological distinction between the 
new colonies ( mustemlekat )—those being claimed post-1885 in Africa—and 
those that Istanbul considered to be historical Ottoman territories, provinces, 
and subprovinces. 

Given the harsh natural conditions of the eastern Sahara and the added 
challenge of winning the loyalty of the autonomous Saharan Bedouin tribes, it 
must have been a daunting challenge to claim effective occupation of this terri¬ 
tory, particularly for a resource-starved empire. This is the reason for my belief 
that Yildiz Palace worked on forging an alliance with the de facto leader of the 
Bedouin population and head of the Sanusi Order, the closest thing to a state 
structure in the Libyan hinterland: to prove effective occupation in that remote 
region by proxy. 28 To this end, the “Sanusi state” institutions 29 were claimed 
as Ottoman government institutions of power and as signffiers of its rule. To 
prove a proxy presence in the Libyan Desert and the eastern Sahara, Istanbul 
implemented two parallel strategies: building a partnership with the Sanusi 
leadership and asserting the state’s presence in the sparsely inhabited stretches 
of the Libyan Desert by building telegraph lines connecting the African fron¬ 
tiers to the metropole. I contend that these strategies were carried out by a 
reinvigorated Ottoman government determined to take advantage of the op¬ 
portunity that the Conference of Berlin and the resulting Act of Berlin afforded 
it, in order to reassert itself as a competitor in a new imperial world order. 

I borrow the term proxy as in “rule by proxy” or “colonialism by proxy” from 
Moses E. Ochonu, who uses it to describe the Hausa-Pulani imperial agents’ 
rule in the Nigerian Middle Belt during the British colonial period. Ochonu 
explains the difference between “intermediaries” and “rulers by proxy.” An in¬ 
termediary was a “translator” of colonial rule to the local population. Rulers by 
proxy, on the other hand, were not simple tools of colonial “indirect rule.” To 
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the contrary, they leveraged their positions, often granted and supported by the 
colonial power, to establish their own style of rule and create their own legacies. 
Ochonu is the latest revisionist historian to provide a nuanced understanding 
of the different local imperial agents in Africa. The Ottomans not only allowed 
but in fact counted on the autonomous power of the Sanusi for the establish¬ 
ment of their suzerainty in what they envisioned to be a colonial possession. In 
other words, the Sanusi, from an imperial perspective, was a ruler by proxy, but 
from the local populations perspective he had unhindered autonomy, which he 
leveraged to negotiate with imperial power. With this in mind, a few months 
after the conclusion of the Conference of Berlin, Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, 
landed in Benghazi and then headed south to Jaghbub, the seat of the Sanusi 
Order’s leadership at the time. His mission was to provide Yddiz Palace advi¬ 
sors with an assessment of the possibility of a Sanusi-Ottoman alliance along 
the empire’s African southern frontiers, 30 which depended on the state of rela¬ 
tions between the Sanusi Order and Istanbul at the time. 

Ottoman-Sanusi Relations on the Eve of Azmzades First Mission 
The state’s ability to collect taxes from its subjects is often seen as a measure of 
its ability to exercise its authority, particularly along the frontiers. In the tradi¬ 
tional historiography of the Ottoman Empire, Istanbul’s ability (or inability) to 
enforce tax collection has been weighed disproportionately to demonstrate the 
empire’s strength (or weakness), particularly within the theme of post-seven- 
teenth-century “decline.” 31 This becomes particularly true given that historians 
of the nineteenth-century empire have focused on taxation as a measure of the 
limits of the state’s power and in turn as a means of demarcating the imperial 
frontiers. 32 

Historians of Ottoman Libya have closely examined the relationship of 
the Ottoman state with the inhabitants of the Libyan interior using the lens 
of tax collection and taxation enforcement. In fact, they have assumed that 
Azmzade’s visit could have been about nothing other than an enforcement of 
tax collection on behalf of the imperial government. Because this relationship 
of the imperial state with the inhabitants of the Libyan interior is of founda¬ 
tional importance for understanding Istanbul’s post-1885 strategies along these 
frontier regions, I, too, devote some time to taxation and tax collection, about 
which, I argue, some historians have reached the wrong conclusions. Present¬ 
ing my findings against those in the literature allows me to explain the hereto¬ 
fore missed dimension of the Ottoman relationship with the inhabitants of the 
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Libyan interior and, more specifically, the Ottoman-Sanusi relationship on the 
eve of Azmzades first visit. 

A. S. al-Hourier argues that the Sanusi zawaya, in part, operated as quasi- 
Ottoman governmental outposts, in certain instances even coordinating tax 
collection while providing public services in the desert that the Ottoman state 
provided in the coastal cities. Thus, as the zawaya were being built at a steady 
rate in the Sahara—reaching at least twenty-one by i860 33 —their sheikhs, 
known as khulafa ’ 34 (deputies), acted more or less as proxy administrators for 
the Ottoman government in often hard to reach areas of the desert. 35 The ser¬ 
vices that the zawaya provided to the Ottoman state were part of an organically 
developed agreement that was formalized as early as 1856. 

Ahmad Sidqi al-Dajani is one of the first historians to provide archival evi¬ 
dence of early Istanbul-Sanusi relations. He shows that in 1856 the Grand Sanusi 
sent one of his most important khulafa , the sheikh of the Benghazi zdwiya, to 
Istanbul bearing gifts for the sultan and a letter in which he requested offi¬ 
cial recognition of the Sufi lodges and properties related to the operation of 
the lodges as religious charitable foundations ( evkaf/awqdf ). 36 This meant that 
the zawaya and any income they generated would be exempt from taxation. 
Sultan Abdiilmecid consented, issuing a decree 37 granting it special status as a 
state-recognized Sufi order, in 1856. Al-Dajani also says that Sultan Abdiilaziz 
(r. 1861-1876) issued a second decree in 1870 reconfirming the first one. 38 Al- 
Hourier confirms this: 

Official recognition of the orders de facto governmental functions came in the 
form of two decrees. The first issued in 1856 A.D. by Sultan Abd al-Hamid I, 
was carried from Istanbul to Wali of Tripoli by Abd al-Rahman al-Maghbub, 
later the Sheikh of the Sanusiyya zdwiya in Benghazi. A second firman, issued 
by the Sultan Abd al-Majid in 1870 A.D. was brought by Abu al-Qasim al-Isawi, 
al-Maghbubs successor as head of the zdwiya in Benghazi. 39 

There are two factual errors in al-Hourier’s statement. First, he says that Sultan 
Abdulhamid I sent the decree in 1856; however, Abdiilhamid I ruled between 
1774 and 1789, so the decree must have been issued by Sultan Abdiilmecid (r. 
1839-1861). Second, he states that the first order (1856) was carried from Istan¬ 
bul by Sheikh al-Maghbub, which is what al-Dajani claims. However, according 
to Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, this first contact was through an envoy sent by 
the Grand Sanusi himself, carrying gifts and seeking royal permission to build 
the first grand zdwiya in Jaghbub. 40 
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Small factual errors aside, I agree with al-Hourier and al-Dajani that plenty of 
evidence points to a level of coordination between the Ottoman state and the Sa- 
nusi Order. As al-Hourier argues, that there were only minor tax rebellions from 
the 1850s onward was due in part to the Sanusi Order’s endorsement of Ottoman 
tax collection. In fact, the khulafa of the zawaya often accompanied tax collectors 
on their rounds to provide a cover of legitimacy to the local Bedouin population. 41 

There are some historians who doubt the historical validity of the decrees, 
and there are others who doubt their impact on relations between the order 
and the imperial state. In fact, the trend over the past few decades has been 
to argue that the relationship between Istanbul and the Sanusi Order prior to 
1885 was one of struggle by the Ottoman state to enforce its centralized power 
structure through tax revenue, and that the early acknowledgment of the Sanusi 
zawaya as charitable foundations and the establishment of an official relation¬ 
ship did not necessarily imply true cooperation. This view of the Sanusi Order 
as a haraka —literally “a movement” that is usually political or activist and in 
this case anti-imperialist—is overemphasized. For example, despite the decrees 
of 1856 and 1870 exempting the Sanusi Order from taxes and thus implicitly rec¬ 
ognizing its status, al-Hourier insists that the Ottoman-Sanusi relationship was 
one of mutual suspicion, citing the Tunisian traveler Sheikh Muhammad al- 
Hasha’ishi (1855-1912): “Mistrust between the Sanusi leadership and Ottoman 
officials was never absent,” 42 and paraphrasing al-Hasha 3 ishi: “The Turks [sic] 
were ill disposed toward Sanusi and would like to have dealt with him the way 
they usually handled important Islamic leaders: giving them a palace in Istanbul 
and seeing to it that they remained there.” 43 Al-Hourier bolsters al- HashaTshi’s 
statement by drawing an analogy from the Ottoman government’s attitude to¬ 
ward other Sufi leaders, such as Abu al-Huda al-Sayyadi (d. 1909), the head of 
the RifaTyya Order, Sheikh Zafir al-Madani (d. 1905) of the Madaniyya branch 
of the Shadhiliyya Order, and Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. 1897). 44 

If we examine the evidence presented through a historical lens, cracks in 
this line of argument appear. First, because al-I lasha’ishi’s statement was made 
in 1896, forty years after the decrees were reportedly issued, his contemporary 
observations do not necessarily reflect the reality of the earlier period. Second, 
the various Sufi and “Islamic” leaders whom al-Hourier points to were from a 
variety of time periods, decades apart in fact, and had different relationships 
with Yildiz Palace—some with well-documented political ambitions and antag¬ 
onistic stances toward the caliphate in Istanbul. For these reasons, it is prudent 
to question this evidence, which gives a distorted picture of the relationship 
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between the Ottoman state and the Sanusi Order, 45 but it is not enough to sim¬ 
ply question whether any antagonism existed. It is of fundamental importance 
to prove that tax revenue was not the main concern of Istanbul in the Libyan 
hinterland. In fact, it is my belief that it was not an issue at all, which goes 
against much traditional historiography. 

Michel Le Gall, an authority on Ottoman-Sanusi relations, argues that 
they can be explained on the basis of Istanbul’s serious fiscal concerns. He 
contends that provincial governors and special imperial envoys like Azmzade 
were to sent to enforce tax collection in the Libyan interior, including the Sa¬ 
nusi zawaya. In particular, he insists that the increasing contact between the 
Hamidian administration and the Sanusi Order after 1885 indicates intensifi¬ 
cation of effort on the part of an increasingly centralized state to collect taxes 
further along the southern frontiers of its empire. 46 

Le Gall goes further, refuting historical evidence of the zawdyas tax-exempt 
status as charitable foundations ( evkaf ). He scrutinizes two of the most refer¬ 
enced historians on the Sanusi Order, al-Dajani (writing in Arabic) and Evans- 
Pritchard, who say that the Sanusi Order’s businesses were tax-exempt by royal 
decree. 47 “All we have at our disposal,” Le Gall claims, “are later renditions of, or 
references to, the original decree. Given the sensitive and potential controver¬ 
sial nature of the issue at stake, any of these later renditions could easily have 
been the subject of forgery or an about-face by an interested party.” 48 Le Gall 
takes issue with Evans-Pritchard’s belief that the royal decree of 1856 “certainly 
exempted [the Sanusi Order’s] properties from taxation and permitted it to col¬ 
lect a religious tithe from its followers.” 49 Similarly, he argues that the evidence 
that al-Dajani presents is not conclusive. 50 

I have investigated the evidence presented by al-Dajani and Evans-Pritchard, 
and I find it convincing. Most compelling are excerpts from Azmzade’s travel¬ 
ogue written during his mission to Kufra in the Libyan Desert. He states: “In 
the time of Abdiilmecid’s rule, after spending some time in Medina, Seyyid 
Mohammad [the Grand Sanusi] returned to Benghazi, where he sent one of 
his followers, Sheikh al- c Isawi Efendi, to Istanbul and got him to receive royal 
permission and decree for the establishing and building of zawaya in appro¬ 
priate places in the sancak of Benghazi.” 51 Yet Le Gall argues that because this 
statement does not explicitly state the content of the decree, we cannot be sure 
that it included tax exemption. In any case, we certainly do not need to rely 
exclusively on the evidence presented by al-Dajani and Evans-Pritchard. I have 
uncovered other archival evidence that is quite explicit. 
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In 1889 the British consul in Benghazi, Donald Cameron, in a memoran¬ 
dum to the Foreign Office in London, reported on the financial status of the 
Sanusi leader. He wrote that the leader had no personal wealth of his own and 
that he lived with his family off the sale of produce grown on land belonging 
to the zawaya as well as donations from Sanusi Bedouins. As charitable or¬ 
ganizations, Cameron noted, the zawaya were tax exempt, 52 which confirms 
what Evans-Pritchard and al-Dajani reported. Moreover, in a document in the 
Ottoman Archives in Istanbul from 1906, the local governor in Benghazi asked 
for clarifications on the applicability of the tax exemption and instructions on 
how to respond to complaints by some khulafa who refused to pay taxes based 
on an old decree. The governor explained that a khalifa of a Sanusi zawaya had 
recently come to him, armed with a copy of an old decree, complaining about 
attempts to collect taxes from the zawaya and zawaya -related properties that 
were causing violent clashes with the local Bedouin. 53 In answer to the gover¬ 
nor’s inquiry, the Meclis-i Viikela 54 (Council of Ministers) ruled that the old 
decrees had indeed rendered all Sanusi zawaya built during the lifetime of the 
Grand Sanusi as religious charitable foundations and thus were tax exempt, but 
anything beyond that, including the personal property of individuals or tribes¬ 
men affiliated with the Sanusi zawaya, should be subject to taxation. 55 With this 
evidence, we can be fairly certain that the tax-exempt status of the Sanusi Or¬ 
der well into the early twentieth century is indisputable, allowing us to reopen 
the file of Azmzade’s visit to the Sanusi without preconceived ideas. 

The First Mission to the Sahara 

At the end of 1885, Sadik (Bey) 56 al-Mouayad Azmzade was trusted with the 
time-sensitive task of assessing al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s position vis-a-vis Istanbul’s 
plans for forwarding its colonial claim to the Sahara with the full knowledge 
that it was competing with Paris and London to win the favor of this important 
ally. Few records of this early mission exist, with the exception of two reports 
written by Azmzade himself on his return to Istanbul that shed valuable light 
on the Ottoman perspective on colonialism in Africa and the role it envisaged 
for Muhammad al-Mahdi al-Sanusi. 57 

Muhammad al-Mahdi al-Sanusi (1844-1901), to whom I refer (as the ma¬ 
jority of the literature on the Sanusi Order does) by the name of al-Mahdi al- 
Sanusi, was born in the small village of Masa in Jabal al-Akhdar, which was 
close to al-Bayda J , the site of the first North African Sanusi zawiya . 58 The eldest 
son of the Grand Sanusi, as well as his designated successor, he is credited with 
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rapidly expanding the political power and reach of the order, prompting some 
Libyan nationalist historians to portray him as the father of the modern Libyan 
state. 59 At the time of Azmzade’s visit in early 1886, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi had yet 
to produce a male heir, designating his nephew Muhammad al-Sayyid Ahmad 
al-Sharif (d. 1933) as his successor. Ahmad al-Sharif would eventually lead local 
military resistance against French and later Italian colonialism with the help of 
the Ottoman military beginning in 1902. 60 Al-Mahdi al-Sanusi eventually pro¬ 
duced two male children, the eldest of whom was Muhammad Idris al-Mahdi 
al-Sanusi (1890-1983), the future king of the short-lived Kingdom of Libya. 61 

It is said that the transfer of leadership to al-Mahdi al-Sanusi was the Grand 
Sanusi’s personal wish. However, it did not take place immediately after the 
latter’s passing in 1859 because al-Mahdi al-Sanusi was only fifteen years of age, 
causing a minor interruption in the succession. During this transitional period, 
a council of community leaders, who had helped the Grand Sanusi run the 
order, oversaw day-to-day affairs until al-Mahdi al-Sanusi was ready to take the 
reins. 62 In the meantime, the Grand Sanusi’s companion, a man by the name of 
c Amran, looked after the Grand Sanusi’s two wives and his two underage sons, 
Muhammad al-Mahdi and his younger brother Muhammad al-Sharif (not to 
be confused with a nephew of the same name mentioned earlier). 63 

In his report to Yildiz Palace, Azmzade described the reach of al-Mahdi al- 
Sanusi’s political and religious influence over the region’s Bedouin population 
as extending far south into the Sudan and the Lake Chad basin. Many sought 
his friendship and blessing, including the Egyptian khedive Ismail (r. 1863- 
1879), who sent him gifts as a sign of his respect and friendship. 64 But we need 
not rely on Azmzade’s words alone for a sense of al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s power. 
His success is evidenced by the accelerated expansion of the order’s zawaya, 
starting when he assumed the leadership, which reflected the order’s rising re¬ 
gional religious and political clout. The biggest concentration of zawaya was in 
Cyrenaica, with a total of forty-five, followed by Egypt with thirty-one, Tripoli- 
tania with eighteen, the Hijaz with seventeen, Fezzan with fifteen, Kufra with 
six, and Sudan with one. These were in addition to the fourteen zawaya spread 
throughout central Africa. 65 

Azmzade emphasized that the mission was also successful in the Arabian 
Desert: 

From the beginning, the late Ahmed bin Idris, with the help of deputies and 

followers of the Sanusi, have spread the order beyond the city’s inhabitants, 
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reaching out to Bedouin tribes in the desert, many of whom (like the people 
of Beni Harb and Beni el-Haris) have joined the Order, along with many pil¬ 
grims of various orders coming annually from different corners of the world. 

This way, Sanusi branches spread in Arabia with unusual speed, especially along 
the coasts of the Hijaz and Yemen . 66 

Azmzade’s claims are corroborated by a request from the British Foreign 
Office in 1889 for an estimate of the reach of the Sanusi Order along the em¬ 
pires Arabian frontiers in the province of Hijaz. London, much like Istanbul, 
having taken notice of the order’s widespread influence on the Bedouins of 
the Libyan interior and the eastern Sahara, began to assess the influence 
of the order even in other territories inhabited by Bedouin tribes. Consul 
Cecil Wood in Jeddah—who had previously been stationed in Benghazi— 
assured London that, even though the order’s influence was well established 
in the Hijaz, it was nowhere near what it was in the Libyan Desert and the 
eastern Sahara. As in the Libyan interior, he said, most Sanusi followers 
were not in the main cities of the province of Hijaz but rather among the 
tribesmen who lived along the desert caravan routes. Compared to Ottoman 
Libya, the number of Hijazi adherents was small but spread evenly among 
the various clans: “Altogether, the followers of the Senoossia in the Hedjaz 
may be roughly estimated to be about 2000—They follow the Shar‘ here as 
elsewhere very strictly but are not considered of any political importance in 
these parts.” 67 

Interestingly, however, the local Sanusi khalifa was an urbanite from the 
town of Ta’if who resided in Mecca, the seat of the Ottoman provincial gov¬ 
ernment of the Hijaz. In other words, although adherents of the order were 
mostly Bedouins, the sheikh of the zawiya. Sheikh al-Sanusi bin Sheikh Hamid 
Khaira, felt secure enough with the local Ottoman administration to reside in 
Mecca with other members of the Hijazi elites. This is yet another indication 
that members of the order as well as its leadership maintained cordial relations, 
even in the Hijaz, with the Ottoman authorities. According to Wood, “They 
[the Sanusi followers] would not rise against the Turks [sic] if ordered to do so 
because the sultan is tacitly acknowledged to be the Caliph.” 68 

On this point, Azmzade filed a report on his return from his mission to 
the Sahara in which he made an impassioned plea to consider al-Mahdi al- 
Sanusi a political ally of the Ottoman state. He vehemently refuted reports by 
European journalists and diplomats about al Mahdi al-Sanusi’s anti-Ottoman 
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designs, believing that the local population was well aware of the dangers of the 
encroaching European powers and strongly supported Muslim unity: 

The reality is that because of the guidance of Sheikh Muhammad al-Mahdi, all 
of the people of North Africa, particularly the Bedouin tribes, with pride and 
zeal for being Muslim, set out in a unified fashion on the noble path to protect 
Islam. The Bedouin tribes’ aim is to incite fear and anxiety in the maliciously 
greedy [ garaz-kar olan\ France, Italy, England, and Spain. Since these countries 
have repeatedly tried to win over the aforementioned sheikh [Sanusi] but again 
and again have failed, are now trying to make him fall in the eye of the Sublime 
Porte [ruin his reputation], and through many slanderous publications and let¬ 
ters full made up facts want to portray him as a harmful man. Till today the 
newspapers continue to advance such [slanderous] screaming proclamations. 

The truth of the matter is that the aforementioned sheikh [Sanusi] is a hard 
working leader, and along with the [Ottoman] government will be a bearer of 
hope and inspiration for Muslims . 69 

Azmzade’s report, written on the heels of the Conference of Berlin, makes 
it evident that this early trip was meant to assess the Sanusi Order as strate¬ 
gic partner in establishing an Ottoman claim to the area, as well the start of 
a more serious alliance between the order and the empire. Two points were 
emphasized. The first was the reach of the Sanusi Order—geographically and 
demographically; the second was the loyalty of the order to the sultan as the 
caliph of the Muslim world. Because Istanbul was trying to claim effective 
control over the land, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s loyalty to the sultan and his offi¬ 
cial agreement with its objective was of the utmost importance. The local in¬ 
habitants’ acknowledgment of Istanbul’s authority was central to the argument 
it presented to its European counterparts that the Ottoman government had 
already effectively extended suzerainty across this region. In the language of 
interimperial negotiations terms, the empire claimed this area as a legitimate 
and legal colony, with its sphere of influence firmly established on the ground, 
albeit by proxy. 

The importance of the Sanusi Order in the competition over central Africa 
was not lost on the Great Powers. After all, its followers controlled the area 
between the French sphere of influence in the western Sahara and the English 
sphere of influence in the Nile Valley and East Africa, which was invaluable 
to the competing empires. Thus, while Azmzade was meeting with al-Mahdi 
al-Sanusi in Jaghbub to discuss how the Ottoman government could win his 
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support, the European powers were trying to understand the order’s power in 
the region and find ways to harness it or at least minimize the threat it posed 
to their interests. 

Until 1884, most of what Europeans knew about the Sanusi Order came 
from explorers and travel writers, who had created its hard-to-shake image as 
a “black legend.” For up-to-date information that would be useful in foreign 
policy making, the British government turned yet again to its man on the spot, 
Cecil Wood. 

Wood described al-Mahdi al-Sanusi as enjoying “unparalleled” prominence 
in the Muslim world among “Musulmen and ignorant Arab tribes” from Mo¬ 
rocco to central Asia. He also warned that the brand of Islam that al-Mahdi 
al-Sanusi preached was very stringent, anti-Christian, and particularly anti- 
European, and that this anti-European message resounded with both moderate 
and conservative Muslims, who were feeling the encroaching European threat 
and looking for a leader who would help them resist European colonialism. 70 
In these early reports, there was no suspicion that al-Mahdi al-Sanusi had any 
military power to be concerned about. However, his religious and political 
power, which was a very real threat to British and French imperial interests, 
was the same power that Istanbul wanted to capitalize on. 

European spies were well aware of Azmzade’s visit as well; however, they 
mistakenly saw it as representing a “sudden interest” in the Sanusi Order on 
Istanbul’s part, discounting decades of interaction between the leaders of the 
order and the previous sultans. Thus, British consul Cecil Wood wrote in 1889: 

Sultans Abdul Mejid and Abdul Aziz took no notice of him [al-Sanusi]. Of late 
years, the present sultan has sent him flattering letters to which Senousi returns 
polite answers. Last year Sadik Bey took a present to Senousi, and more recently 
five chests containing presents were forwarded to Jaghbub.... Senousi sent two 
Korans and two rosaries, and a burnous worn by himself [to the sultan]. 

Even though Wood’s analysis of the background of Ottoman-Sanusi relations 
points to major blind spots in British intelligence services, reading his reports 
against the grain allows us an insight into London’s perception of the Ottoman 
government’s investment in Africa at the time. 71 As the man burdened with 
providing an “expert” assessment of what appeared to the British to be sudden 
Ottoman interest in the Sanusi Order, Wood offered two possible explanations. 
First, he suspected that the sultan “may be fearful of losing Tripoli and Ben- 
gazi; he may desire to unite the Arabs under the Senousi and to show them 
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that Senousi regarded him as Caliph.” The Sanusi Order, according to Wood, 
was the way to reach “an Arab population” in the African provinces. He made 
no distinction between the Arabic-speaking population of the cities, who were 
firmly under Ottoman control, and the Bedouins of the desert, who were not. 
Nevertheless, he managed to explicate what he believed to be the potential ben¬ 
efit that a political alliance between the sultan and al-Mahdi al-Sanusi would 
have for Istanbul. Al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s recognition of the Ottoman sultan as 
the legitimate caliph would in turn solidify the legitimacy of Ottoman rule in 
the eyes of the local population of the Libyan hinterland. 72 

Wood also proposed a second explanation for why the sultan approached 
al-Mahdi al-Sanusi. He suspected that “in [the sultans] difficulties with Grand 
Shereef of Mecca, who is jealous of Senousi, it may be advisable to support 
Senousi as rival.” 73 Drawing a parallel between the leader of the Bedouins in 
the eastern Sahara and the amir of Mecca in western Arabia (who was often 
referred to as the grand sharif in British documents) must have been tempt¬ 
ing, but it was incorrect. Both were Ottoman-recognized local leaders with 
much regional political and religious clout, but that is where the similarities 
end. Whereas al-Sanusi had built his political capital by garnering the support 
and following of the local nomadic and seminomadic populations from the 
bottom up, the grand sherif’s power came from the top down, with an imperial 
decree appointing him the amir of Mecca coupled with the legitimacy provided 
by his bloodline as a member of a Meccan sherifan family. In simple terms, the 
sultan’s authority in the eastern Sahara and the Libyan Desert depended on 
the legitimization of the Sanusi leadership whereas the amir needed the legiti¬ 
mization of the sultan in western Arabia. Therefore, Wood’s assumption that 
the amir was the leader of the local Bedouin population led him to the wrong 
conclusions, particularly because he assumed that the Bedouin populations in 
Africa and Arabia were the same and that their relationships to the local lead¬ 
ership were the same. Indeed, he assumed that the Bedouins across continents 
were of one mind. This was a common mistake made by many European dip¬ 
lomats and orientalists. Wood moreover made the classic blunder of categoriz¬ 
ing locals based on the perception of ethnicity, so to him “the Arabs” of the 
Ottoman Empire were a single undifferentiated constituency that theoretically 
could be represented by a single leader, whether the amir in Mecca or al-Mahdi 
al-Sanusi in Jaghbub. 74 

Where Wood was right, however, was in drawing attention to the trans¬ 
imperial nature of the threat that the Ottoman Empire was facing along its 
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southern frontiers. He understood that the southern frontiers of the Ottoman 
Empire were vulnerable and that Sultan Abdiilhamid II needed the cooperation 
of the local Bedouin population whether in the Libyan hinterland or in western 
Arabia. 

Conclusion 

As the scramble for Africa heated up, the previously marginal territories of cen¬ 
tral Africa moved to the center stage of negotiations. Just as the Ottomans had 
identified the Sanusi Order as a key to the region, the British and the French 
kept a close eye on al-Mahdi al-Sanusi, assessing his popularity and political 
leanings and attempting to understand what they perceived as Istanbul’s sud¬ 
den interest in him. The Bedouin populations on either side of the Red Sea 
were crucial to the success or failure of the Ottoman Empire. Archival evidence 
from the 1880s, both Ottoman and British, suggests that even though the order 
had some presence in the cities in North Africa and the Hijaz, the vast majority 
of its followers were Bedouins in the Libyan interior, the eastern Sahara, and 
western Arabia. 

The geographic reach of the Sanusi network was very long, but its main 
concentration remained in Cyrenaica and the border regions near Egypt and 
south to Lake Chad. It operated in Ottoman-controlled areas and—more im¬ 
portant from a late nineteenth-century colonial perspective—in an Ottoman 
self-identified sphere of influence. The British were well aware of this and often 
tried to woo the local population to their side with gifts once they realized they 
could not gain the loyalty of the Sanusi himself. However, they were not aware 
of the lengths to which the Hamidian regime was willing to go to hold on to the 
Libyan provinces, gain the loyalty of the Bedouin population, and expand the 
empire’s claim to the eastern Sahara. 


THE DIPLOMATIC FIGHT 
FOR OTTOMAN AFRICA 


The Bedouins are taught that their obedience and love for the eternally sublime 
Ottoman government, along with their obedience and love for the Prophet, are 
part of their duties as prescribed by the mind and Islamic Law. Similarly, they 
are advised that they should show respect and obedience to the representatives 
of the Ottoman government. In addition, when they learn of the Europeans’ 
intentions and desired objectives [ menviyat-i efkar ve matamih-i enzar\, they 
[the Bedouins] never gravitate towards them. [Thus], when the French and 
Italian government sent gifts to the Sanusi, he did not accept them. These 
valuable gifts were politely rejected by his deputy in Benghazi, the late Sheikh 
Abdurrahim Efendi, and they then were taken back to the respective countries’ 
Benghazi consulates. 

Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, Kufra, Wednesday, November 6,1895 


AS THE EUROPEAN COMPETITION for Africa heated up, the Sanusi Or¬ 
der took on greater political and strategic importance for both the Ottoman 
Empire and the European powers. This chapter extends the inquiry into the 
scramble for Africa to include an expanded list of competitors vying for control 
of the eastern Sahara. In addition to Britain and France, Italy and the (Suda¬ 
nese) Mahdist state now played a substantial role in determining the fate of 
Ottoman interests. The heightened threats to these interests necessitated a two- 
track approach by Istanbul. The first was the cultivation of the Ottoman-Sanusi 
political alliance coupled with the creation of a secret Ottoman-Sanusi military 
front by channeling Ottoman weapons and ammunition to Sanusi zawaya. The 
second was a more aggressive diplomatic posture toward the empire’s European 
counterparts. This chapter discusses the trials and tribulations of Ottoman dip¬ 
lomats, international legal advisors, and men on the spot who were fighting 
for the empire’s position in the global struggle for territories and recognition 
between 1887 and 1895. 
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The Plot Thickens: Threats from Near and Far 
Following the Conference of Berlin, the Hamidian government saw an oppor¬ 
tunity to capitalize on the Sanusi’s unique influence over the Bedouins of the 
Libyan hinterland and the Sanusi Order’s reach deep into the eastern Sahara. 
While Azmzade was on a secret mission to Muhammad al-Mahdi al-Sanusi, 
head of the Sanusi Order, a new front in the competition for the region was to 
open from an unexpected direction. Just southeast of the Libyan Desert, Mah- 
dist dervish 1 troops in eastern Sudan were on the move west toward Wadai and 
being closely watched by British and Ottoman men on the ground. 2 Examining 
al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s intervention in this conflict illuminates the extent of his 
political power and reveals the first signs of an Ottoman-Sanusi united front. 
Before delving into the events of 1888-1889, I will provide a brief explanation 
of the suggestive and often confusing middle name of Muhammad al-Mahdi 
al-Sanusi and its relation to the “awaited Mahdi” ( al-Mahdi al-Muntazar )—the 
Muslim messiah. 3 

According to Ahmad al-Sharif, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s nephew, the Grand 
Sanusi had a premonition that his eldest son might be the awaited Mahdi. 
The story goes that al-Baskariyya, the Grand Sanusi’s wife, asked him why 
he decided to name his son al-Mahdi. He answered with a play on words: “I 
hope that he would receive all kinds of gifts \jamf anwa al-hadaya] and we 
pray to God that He makes him a guide [ hadiyan ] and be well-guided [mah- 
diyyan )” 4 British consular reports in the 1880s, in explaining the success of the 
Sanusi Order, attributed much of al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s wide support to his per¬ 
ceived “sanctity.” 5 For example, in 1889 Donald Cameron, the British consul in 
Benghazi, sent a memorandum to the Foreign Office detailing the activities 
of al-Mahdi al-Sanusi, in which he repeated the story of the Grand Sanusi’s 
anointing of his son the awaited Mahdi and his successor. 6 In a subsequent 
report, however, he corrected himself, stating that al-Mahdi al-Sanusi was in 
no way equal to the Sudanese Mahdi and that his name was just that, a name 
given to him by his father. 7 Al-Mahdi al-Sanusi himself publicly denied being 
the awaited Mahdi, at one point stating, “I have been told that there are those 
that have been spreading such a myth” and asking his followers to do all they 
could to combat this rumor. 8 This repeated denial of sanctity had not only a 
dogmatic importance but also a significant political meaning because it was 
in direct conversation with the Mahdist state to the east of the Libyan interior 
and the Ottoman government’s stance toward the Sudanese Mahdi’s claims. 
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Al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s relationship with the Mahdist state went back a few years 
before 1888. Substantial evidence suggests that Muhammad Ahmad al-Mahdi 
of Sudan had courted him with the aim of presenting a united front against 
European imperialism and what he considered the “infidel Turks,” which in his 
terms referred indiscriminately, and with little ethno-linguistic differentiation, 
to Ottoman imperial forces whether from Istanbul or Cairo. 9 

Al-Mahdi al-Sanusi vociferously rejected the Sudanese Mahdis religious 
claims and jihadist philosophy He also rejected his offer of becoming the Su¬ 
danese Mahdis khalifa , 10 stating, “I am not even worthy of the dust which got 
into the nose of the horse that 'Uthinan 11 —the blessings of God be upon him— 
rode in raids accompanying the Prophet—peace be upon him—and thus I have 
no answer to his letter,” sending al-Mahdi’s messenger on his way with a clear 
rejection of the Sudanese Madhi’s offer disguised in poetic, self-effacing lan¬ 
guage. 12 In 1888 Ahmad al-Mahdi’s successor sent al-Mahdi al-Sanusi “an invi¬ 
tation for a war of jihad against the infidels,” which was also quickly rejected. 13 
Al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s anti-Mahdist state views were in line with those of the 
Ottoman government, which condemned al-Mahdi’s religious claims and the 
aggressive stance of the Mahdist state toward its neighbors. 

The Mahdist state’s hostility toward “the Turks” was returned, and policy 
makers and advisors in Istanbul kept a watchful eye on its movements in 
geopolitically sensitive East Africa. Istanbul’s animosity is illuminated by the 
documented interrogation of a prominent Meccan merchant by Ottoman intel¬ 
ligence officers on his return from Khartoum in 1888. 

The questioners, looking for clues to the strength of al-Mahdi’s movement 
and its indigenous support, grilled Sharif Muhammad bin Abdullah al-Madani 
as though he were returning from behind enemy lines. Al-Madani, who had 
lived in Khartoum for fifteen years, gave them the impression that the people’s 
only choice was to declare their allegiance to Ahmad al-Mahdi. When asked 
about the original mission of Muhammad Ahmad elmutemehdi (pretender 
to Mahdisim)—as Ottoman official documents dismissively refer to him—al- 
Madani said that it was to eventually take control of Sudan and Egypt and then 
the Hijaz. 14 What one can discern from the style and language of this interro¬ 
gation is Ottoman suspicion of the Mahdist state. In fact, it would not be hard 
to guess that Sultan Abdulhamid II personally viewed Ahmad al-Mahdi as a 
thorn in the side of the Ottoman Empire, often describing him in terms such as 
“rebel,” “bandit,” and “vermin,” and compared him to 'Urabi Pasha as another 
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troublemaker. From Istanbul’s perspective, al-Mahdi had created the internal 
instability in the Sudan that the British used as an excuse to maintain their hold 
on East Africa, and was a menace to the empire’s allies in Africa, whether Ethi¬ 
opia to the south or Wadai to the west. 15 Azmzade called the Sudanese Mahdi 
elmutemehdi and described his army as “thugs,” “barbarians,” and “enemies” of 
the empire and its allies. 16 

Like their Ottoman counterparts, British diplomats were closely watching 
the movements of the Mahdist state when they learned of dervish forces as¬ 
sembled in Darfur with the intention of retaking the Sultanate of Wadai, an ally 
of the Sanusi Order and the Ottoman Empire. 17 The famous Rabih Fadl Allah 
al-Zubair (1835-1900), a former slave of a vassal of the Egyptian khedive in Su¬ 
dan and a self-declared supporter of the Mahdist state, was now the caliph of a 
predatory state that directly and indirectly ruled over a large part of the Sudan. 18 

In 1888 Sultan Muhammad Yusuf bin Muhammad Sharif of Wadai (r. 1874- 
1898) wrote to al-Mahdi al-Sanusi asking for both military support against the 
dervish army and spiritual guidance. 19 According to British consul Donald 
Cameron, instead of sending soldiers or material support, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi 
sent messengers to the two warring parties. The first, to Sultan Yusuf of Wadai, 
stated, “Fear not; if the dervishes are true Moslems they will not attack you. If 
they are false Moslems they cannot prevail against you.” 20 The second, to the 
recently appointed Mahdist governor of Darfur, the battle-hardened ‘U thin an 
Adam, 21 was a thinly disguised threat that, if the dervish army would not stand 
down immediately, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi would come to Darfur in person. Ac¬ 
cording to Cameron, ‘Uthman Adam held the sanctity of al-Mahdi al-Sanusi 
in such high regard that out of respect for his authority decided to abandon 
his mission. 22 Whether or not this account reported what actually took place, 
it demonstrates the fear and spiritual anxiety that al-Mahdi al-Sanusi invoked, 
even in his powerful neighbors and enemies. 

What we now know is that ‘Uthman Adam received an order in April 1889 
to demobilize his troops, but whether al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s threat was behind 
this order is hard to determine. In 1890 ‘Uthman Adam invaded Dar Masalit 
in search of grain for his troops, but failed in this mission because of a cholera 
outbreak. 23 Borno succumbed to Mahdist troops in 1893 and remained under 
Rabih’s rule until the French invasion of 1900 and the subsequent British oc¬ 
cupation of Borno in 1902. 24 

Azmzade reserved a special description for Rabih’s army as part unbeliev¬ 
ers ( dinsiz ) and part Muslims and estimated it to be 15,000 Bedouins strong, 
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“which he collected from places he had gone through.” Azmzade had to reach 
deep into the history of the Muslim world to find a character ruthless enough 
to suit the situation. “Like the Tatar Tamerlane,” he concluded, “Rabih captured 
as booty women, men, and children from every settlement he entered and they 
were driven with him to the next place he was heading. There is nothing to be 
admired about this kind of treatment of respectable people.” 25 

European Reassessments of the Sanusi Order’s Power 
Continual reassurances that al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s power stemmed exclusively 
from his status as a spiritual figure failed to calm the fears of the European 
powers already entrenched on either side of the territory that he controlled. 
On several occasions, the British, looking for a material reason for al-Mahdi 
al-Sanusi’s power, received reports of secret shipments of weapons to him, but 
these were always corrected by subsequent reports. British representatives in 
Benghazi writing to the British ambassador in Istanbul and the Foreign Office 
in London struggled to explain a notion of power that was hard to grasp and 
thus harder to combat. Al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s power was not primarily military 
or economic; rather, it derived from his ability to parlay his religious status into 
regional political power, which extended well beyond the walls of his zawaya . 26 

In 1889 London asked for yet another assessment of the Sanusi Order’s mili¬ 
tary power and its designs on Khartoum. In his usual confident tone, Cameron 
advised that al-Mahdi al-Sanusi was more interested in Algeria and Tunisia 
than in Egypt. That is, his orientation was toward the Maghreb and not the Nile 
Valley, and thus it was the French and not the British who had reason to be 
concerned. Cameron’s final advice was that, because al-Mahdi al-Sanusi posed 
no immediate threat to British interests in the Nile Valley, London should not 
“stoop” to engage him in negotiations. 27 

Cameron’s assessment was only partially correct; al-Mahdi al-Sanusi had 
no intention of marching on Khartoum—that much is true. However, the Brit¬ 
ish consul was wrong on two counts. First, as we see in the following section, 
Cameron greatly underestimated al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s military power: even 
though he was not interested in a territorial grab, he would not hesitate to take 
defensive measures when the time came to fight European aggression. Second, 
al-Mahdi al-Sanusi might have sympathized with the Muslim people of Algeria 
and Tunisia suffering under French colonial occupation, but his attention, like 
that of the Ottoman Empire at the time, was oriented not to the west but due 
south, toward the eastern Sahara and Lake Chad. As early as 1887, al-Mahdi 
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al-Sanusi was well aware of the secret negotiations under way between the 
European powers, especially France and Italy, over the fate of the eastern Sa¬ 
hara and the Lake Chad basin. These negotiations were early warning signs for 
both the Ottoman Empire and the Sanusi Order of what was to come, and they 
helped to bring the two closer. 

Even though the Italians did not invade Ottoman Libya until 1911, Istanbul 
was already aware of Italian colonial ambitions in 1887, when a secret agree¬ 
ment between Italy, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Germany gave Rome, 
in principle, the green light to occupy Tripolitania and Cyrenaica at some point 
in the future. 28 That same year, the Ottoman Embassy in Rome and informants 
on the ground in East Africa confirmed increased Italian military activity in 
Massawa, a city on the Red Sea coast that had been under khedival rule and 
thus had been a nominal part of the Ottoman Empire before 1885. 29 

Attacks across the Tunisia-Tripolitania borderland, this time from Tunisia 
to Tripolitania, by French-armed Tunisian tribesmen, 30 along with reports of 
secret Italian designs on the Libyan hinterland, prompted al-Mahdi al-Sanusi 
to request Ottoman military support. Officially, Istanbul refused to send aid, 
fearing that crucial diplomatic channels with its European counterparts would 
suffer. 31 However, contrary to Cameron’s confident 1889 reports, the Ottoman 
government had begun to smuggle weapons and ammunition to Bedouin 
tribes under the leadership of al-Mahdi al-Sanusi as early as 1888. 32 In fact, 
French intelligence reported that a zawiya had been built in Derna, a port city 
east of Benghazi, for use as a depot for storing weapons and ammunition being 
transferred across the desert to Jaghbub. 33 

Similarly, in 1889 the British consul in Tripoli, General F. Drummond-Hay, 
reported his concern that the Ottoman governor might try to recruit Sanusi-led 
Bedouin tribesmen to ward off attacks by the French and Italians in the Libyan 
interior. Soon after, Cameron, again confidently but also mistakenly refuted 
Hay’s reports, assuring London that military cooperation between the Sanusi 
and Istanbul was not a realistic possibility. 34 One reason for Cameron’s confi¬ 
dence may have been the constant reassurance of his informant, a Sanusi khalifa 
in Benghazi named Sheikh Zuitani. Zuitani’s consistent message was that al- 
Mahdi al-Sanusi and his followers despised “the Turks” and were “friends to the 
British.” 35 A look back allows us to be skeptical of this statement, which points to 
the possibility that Sheikh Zuitani was delivering false information to the British. 

In the two years immediately after Azmzade’s mission to Jaghbub, 1887 to 
1889, the Ottoman Empire’s African spheres of influence came under attack, 
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testing the strength of the Ottoman-Sanusi partnership. Whether it was the 
Mahdist state in Wadai, the Italians in Massawa, or early signs of Italian and 
French interests in the eastern Sahara, these years were a turning point for the 
partnership, changing it from a growing political relationship to a secret united 
military front. Perhaps the most pointed comment about the relationship be¬ 
tween the imperial government and the order during this time came from Sul¬ 
tan Abdiilhamid II. He wrote: “If the Sanusis decide to fight, they will force 
the Italians into a bloody war far worse than the war of the Mahdi of Sudan 
[against the English]. We have provided the Sanusis with sufficient weapons 
and cannons and this makes them a redoubtable enemy to be taken seriously.” 36 
Istanbul was careful to keep the channels of diplomacy with its European coun¬ 
terparts open. However, 1890-1895 would prove beyond any doubt the utter 
ineffectiveness of the Ottoman Empire on the European diplomatic stage. 

1890: A Bad Year for Ottoman Diplomacy 
On August 12,1890, the Ottoman ambassador in Paris reported that negotia¬ 
tions were taking place between Great Britain and France to reach a bilateral 
agreement on the two empires’ respective spheres of influence in Africa and 
to delineate the borders of their “protectorates,” particularly in central Africa. 
These negotiations were of particular importance to Istanbul because in part 
they concerned the Central African Kingdoms in the Lake Chad basin: Borno- 
Kanem, Bagirmi, and Wadai. The British and the French agreed that the area 
south and west of the basin would be a French sphere of influence, subsuming 
Kanem, Wadai, and Bagirmi, and that a part of Borno would go to the British. 
France envisioned a united French colonial territory stretching from North Af¬ 
rica to the Sudan and the Guinea coast. 37 

The Central African Kingdoms were socially and economically tied to Otto¬ 
man Libya (indeed, some historians have gone so far as to classify all of them as 
tributary states of the empire 38 ), a connection facilitated in large measure by the 
Sanusi Order. In this regard, the British-French agreement sent a clear message 
to Istanbul: land that it claimed as its own based on the rules of the 1885 Act of 
Berlin—from Libya’s Mediterranean coast south to the Lake Chad basin—was 
to be divided up without Ottoman consultation. 39 The exclusion of Istanbul 
raised the ire of the sultan, who in response considered and deployed a variety 
of diplomatic and tactical options. 

The Ottoman ambassador to London conveyed the sultan’s protest to Lord 
Salisbury, the British prime minister. Couched in the language of the General 
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Act of Berlin, his complaint was that the British-French agreement infringed 
on the rights of the Ottoman government to its own colonies ( mustemlekat ). 
The original word “province” ( eyalet ) had been scratched out and replaced with 
“colonies” in the official communiques—a signal that Istanbul was trying to ad¬ 
just to a new language when defending its claim to territories in Africa against 
its European counterparts. These colonial possessions included Wadai, Borno, 
Kanem and Bagirmi, the subjects of the Franco-British agreement of 1890. In 
contrast, the language of partnership and unity against encroaching colonial¬ 
ism was used when Ottoman involvement in central Africa was discussed with 
the Sanusi Order. 

I am not suggesting that the Ottomans were playing a game of words. On 
the contrary, like their European counterparts at the time, they understood that 
arguments and justifications for expansion differed at different levels of negotia¬ 
tion. Good negotiators, international law experts, advisors, and others involved 
in crafting and implementing Ottoman strategy understood that the right dis¬ 
cursive register had to be employed based on the intended audience, and that 
the appropriate terminology was fundamental in any successful negotiations. 

In response to Ottoman protests. Lord Salisbury sent vaguely worded as¬ 
surances to the sultan, stating that the British government would protect the 
interests of the Ottoman Empire but not specifying how the sultans grievances 
over colonial territorial claims would be addressed. 40 Perhaps what was not be¬ 
ing said spoke louder than what was. An incident almost comical in its absur¬ 
dity highlights this possibility. While the Ottoman ambassador Rustem Pasha 
was waiting in an adjacent office to meet with Lord Salisbury over this very 
issue, he came across a hand-drawn map of Africa—unintentionally left out 
on a desk—which he later learned had been drawn up in Rome, marking the 
possessions of each colonial power with a different color. For Rustem Pasha, 
the map’s implications were much broader than the depicted territorial claims 
in the Lake Chad basin. In his words, the area supposedly “under the rule of 
the Ottoman government around Lake Chad had already been colored to in¬ 
dicate French rule.” This episode is a telling example of the pacification of the 
Ottoman government with empty promises while decisions were being made 
behind closed doors. Of course, the record shows that Istanbul was well aware 
of what was taking place but was forced to keep appearances up and diplomatic 
channels open. 41 

Following this incident, Rustem Pasha delivered a more strongly worded 
protest to the British Foreign Office: the Ottoman government would not stand 
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still and allow Borno to be considered part of the British sphere of influence. 
He reiterated that Borno was directly tied to the Ottoman Empire though its 
historical and economic ties with the Libyan provinces, and that Istanbul con¬ 
sidered it an integral part of the Libyan hinterland. 42 To this protest, the french 
and British responses were much more direct. The french government assured 
Istanbul that the french parliament confirmed the Ottoman right to rule Trip- 
olitania but considered the disputed territory to be outside direct Ottoman rule 
and strongly disagreed with Istanbul’s claim to the Lake Chad basin as part of 
the Libyan hinterland. The french minister, Alexandre Ribot, even claimed that 
what constituted a hinterland was up for debate, especially because, he said, the 
German word hinterland was not inherently clear. This supposed lack of clarity 
was often used to explain why the borders of zones of influence were always up 
for negotiation. Similarly, the British embassy staff in Istanbul told an Ottoman 
official that they were ignorant of the German language and so could neither 
debate the meaning of words such as hinterland nor comment on the validity 
of Ottoman claims. 43 

Was the disagreement between British and Ottoman officials really about 
a foreign word? Of course not. Rather, it was a demonstration that the vague 
wording of certain articles of the Act of Berlin had been designed to keep the 
options of the Great Powers open—open for debate and open for their inter¬ 
pretation. The failure of Ottoman diplomatic protests and grievances made it 
painfully clear to many in Istanbul that facts on the ground were now more 
important than international agreements. 

Lor example, in a report to Yildiz Palace, military advisor Perik §akir Pa¬ 
sha enclosed an Ottoman-Turkish duplicate of a recently produced Prench 
map that confirmed what Rustem Pasha had seen in London, accompanied 
by a detailed explanation that highlighted the changes in political boundar¬ 
ies and zones of influence expected in Africa during the year 1890 (figure 5). 
The map showed the possessions of the Ottoman Empire and the various Eu¬ 
ropean empires, as stipulated in the British-Prench bilateral agreement. The 
Libyan hinterland, with the exception of the Lake Chad basin, was represented 
as unclaimed (uncolored) territory, part of which the Prench were to occupy in 
the coming year. 

§akir Pasha pleaded with the palace to take immediate action to defend its 
claim to this territory, particularly because the majority of its inhabitants were 
Muslims. 44 However, by the end of 1890, after a year of fruitless negotiations 
over the Lake Chad basin, the Prench government had become unwilling to 



FIGURE 5. Expected territorial changes in Africa (BOA l.DH-1257/98689). 
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negotiate any further, turning its attention to issues that Paris deemed more 
relevant. One of these issues was the drawing of a permanent border between 
French Tunisia and Ottoman Tripolitania 45 and another was to negotiate au¬ 
thority over the trade caravan routes from the Lake Chad basin to the Medi¬ 
terranean. From the standpoint of France, the taking of areas west and south 
of Lake Chad was a fait accompli. 46 Istanbul, however, was not yet willing to 
concede defeat despite the apparent failure of Ottoman diplomacy. 47 

News: The Libyan Hinterland Makes the Papers 
In the 1890s, debate over the Libyan hinterland spilled over from private diplo¬ 
matic negotiations to the public arenas of the international press. As Europe’s 
diplomatic relationship with the Ottoman Empire soured, the popular press 
took up the competition for the eastern Sahara and presented it to the reading 
public, from Paris to Washington, couched through the language of perpetually 
impending “jihad.” 48 For example, on August 5, 1892, the Oriental Telegraph 
Agency of Paris printed a false report that Muslims in central Africa were pre¬ 
paring to declare jihad on Christians who lived there, allegedly on the order of 
the amir of Mecca, 49 Sharif c Awn al-Rafiq. ‘Awn al-Rafiq, in a telegram to Yildiz 
Palace, emphatically denied these reports filtering in from the Western press, 
describing them as false and slanderous (iftira ) and meant to cause harm to his 
relationship with Istanbul. 50 

Other news outlets speculated about Ottoman efforts to increase the sultans 
influence in Africa through Muslim missionaries. For example, on July 1,1894, 
the Ottoman embassy in Washington sent a report to Istanbul about a news 
item in the New York Mail and Express claiming that Sultan Abdiilhamid II was 
personally funding missionaries sent to convert locals in Africa. The Presby¬ 
terian mission replied to these reports with skepticism, stating that it had not 
heard of any such missionaries per se from their men on the ground. The clos¬ 
est thing to a corroboration of the story was a statement from Rev. Dr. John 
Gellespie, secretary of the Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions: “Five years 
ago some Mohammadan missionaries were sent out from Turkey and Persia, 
the two strongest Mohammadan nations, to preach Islamism, but usually Mo¬ 
hammadan missionaries are armed with sword and gun ... possibly the Sultan 
is alarmed over the spread of Christianity.” 51 

Fear that the Ottoman Empire might lead Muslims in Africa against Euro¬ 
pean colonial encroachment was not just of interest to readers in the West. It 
was increasingly the topic of newspaper editorials in the empire’s two largest 
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cities, Istanbul and Cairo. Yildiz Palace agents kept a close watch on what was 
being printed within the empire’s borders. 52 One story, in the Egyptian daily 
al-Qahira al-Hurra, is a case in point, providing insight into the terms in which 
the scramble for Africa was being discussed in the Ottoman press. 

The front-page story on the role of Christian—particularly Jesuit— 
missionaries in furthering French colonial interests reported on a contract be¬ 
tween the French government and a highly devoted army of Jesuits who were 
exploring certain parts of Africa and in some cases preparing local popula¬ 
tions for French colonial goals, in return for receiving financial support. This 
partnership, according to the story, had proven successful except in places 
where Islam was dominant. To prove its point, the story cited an article from 
the French newspaper La Revue des Deux Mondes and a speech by a cardinal 
stationed in Senegal, both of which emphasized the large number of Muslims 
in Africa between the Mediterranean and the Niger River. 53 

What makes al-Qahira al-Hurra’s story instructive is that it focused on the 
French government’s support of missionary activity not as a matter of ideology 
but as a tool of colonial domination. The writer explicated the tactical approach 
of the French by quoting a priest named Isaac Taylor, who claimed in a speech 
that Paris had for decades accommodated Islam in order to gain the trust and 
loyalty of the local populations and thus achieve its end goal of entrenching 
colonial rule. Taylor related a French government debate on opening a large 
school of Islamic learning in Algeria, fully funded and overseen by the French 
government, as a means of reaching Muslims in North Africa. Such a strat¬ 
egy could be used successfully by Muslim powers, according to the al-Qahira 
al-Hurra story, which concluded with a call to all Muslims to do more to se¬ 
cure the position of Islam in Africa in much the same way that the Jesuits were 
spreading Christianity, and it specifically named the caliph-sultan the right¬ 
ful benefactor, and leader, of such a project. Also, it proposed that commit¬ 
tees made up of political representatives and c ulama from around the Muslim 
world fund and direct African missionary activity in much the same way that 
European colonialists had been doing. 54 

Public calls for decisive action by Istanbul only intensified as more bilateral 
agreements between Britain and other European powers were announced, fur¬ 
ther isolating the empire from any decision making. In fact, the few years that 
followed witnessed further humiliation on the international stage, culminating 
in the watershed events of 1894, which was the year that Istanbul recognized that 
its only remaining hope of resisting European colonial expansion in Africa lay 


THE DIPLOMATIC FIGHT 


73 


in a military alliance with the local population. By partnering with the Sanusi 
Order, which would lead the military resistance, Yildiz Palace was finally giving 
up its belief that international agreements would allow its efforts to expand its 
territorial claims in central Africa or protect its African sphere of influence. 

A Farcical Diplomacy of Denial 

April 1894 must have been a month of urgent meetings and endless discus¬ 
sions inside the boardrooms and hallways of the Yildiz Palace complex. In the 
span of a single year, Istanbul had been shut out of several major agreements 
that would directly impact its African interests. Events were so serious that in 
addition to diplomatic protests it was reported that the sultan himself asked 
Khedive Abbas Hilmi II of Egypt (r. 1892-1914) to “protect” Ottoman domains 
and cancel an official trip he had scheduled to London as a protest against the 
exclusion of Istanbul from negotiations. 55 

From the palace’s perspective, the most important agreement of 1894 was 
that between the British and King Leopold of Belgium over the Congo basin 
which impinged on the sovereignty of the Sultanate of Wadai and the khedive’s 
possession in Equatorial Africa. Khedive Ismail had conquered the area south 
of Khartoum in the name of Sultan Abdiilaziz, but no substantial Ottoman 
presence was ever established. The area discussed in the British-Belgian agree¬ 
ment was considered part of Egyptian Sudan and an extended region of the 
Egyptian hinterland. Hearing of this agreement, Sultan Abdulhamid II engaged 
the Office of Legal Council (Isti.yire Odasi) in Istanbul to determine its legal¬ 
ity and asked the Ottoman special commissioner (fevkalade komiser ) in Egypt, 
Gazi Ahmed Muhtar Pasha (1839-1917), 56 for a map showing which African 
territories theoretically belonged to the Egyptian province, even if they were no 
longer under Egyptian military control. 

Furthermore, the Sublime Porte sent an official order to the khedive to use 
all means necessary to protect the Egyptian hinterland against foreign incur¬ 
sion. 57 However, while Istanbul waited to hear whether the khedive was willing 
to abide by Istanbul’s wishes (he never responded), the crisis took a serious 
turn. Despite Ottoman protests in London, an agreement was drafted on April 
12, 1894, stating that “Great Britain undertakes to give to His Majesty [King 
Leopold II] a lease of territories in the western basin of the Nile.” 58 It was signed 
in Brussels on May 12,1894. 59 

The Ottoman government immediately declared the agreement illegal, ar¬ 
guing that the region subject to it was Ottoman for two reasons. First, the area 
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east of the Sultanate of Wadai fell under the purview of the khedive of Egypt, an 
Ottoman vassal. 60 Second, Wadai was defined by the Ottoman state as part of 
the Libyan hinterland. On several occasions in 1894, the Ottoman ambassador 
to London, Rustem Pasha, 61 communicated Istanbul’s grievances over the Brit¬ 
ish claims to Wadai. 62 He reiterated the empire’s claim to all of the hinterland 
of Tripoli and Benghazi as clearly justified by the Act of Berlin, which had been 
signed less than a decade earlier. 63 

The British response was more empty promises. Lord Kimberley, the sec¬ 
retary of state for international affairs, 64 communicated to Rustem Pasha that 
Britain would protect Istanbul’s rights in Wadai, but did not explain how. In an 
attempt to divert its attention from the crisis in Equatoria, he also advised the 
Sublime Porte to maintain its vigilance over French and Italian movements in 
the Libyan Desert. 65 Not long before Istanbul was warned about French designs 
in the Libyan hinterland, the Italian ambassador to London, Count Tornielli, 
expressed Italy’s concerns about French liberties in the Libyan Desert and re¬ 
quested that the British government inquire into France’s plans for the area. 
Lord Kimberley replied that the British government was well aware of French 
designs on the hinterland of Ottoman Libya as a way to connect the French 
spheres of influence west and south of Lake Chad; he advised Tornielli to com¬ 
municate with his Ottoman counterpart because of their shared interest in the 
region. 66 

Less than a month later. Lord Kimberley’s warnings were confirmed by the 
Ottoman embassy in London, which reported that new boundaries for the Eu¬ 
ropean spheres of influence in the Libyan Desert were being drawn. Specifi¬ 
cally, France claimed protector status over two major caravan trade routes from 
central Africa to the Mediterranean coast. To add insult to injury, the way the 
borders of the zone of influence were redrawn indicated that the French territo¬ 
ries would cut through the third trade route, leaving no route to the west of the 
Libyan Desert that was not under partial or complete French control. The tone 
of the Ottoman embassy’s report was alarmist, declaring that areas of control, 
or “protectorates,” were being unilaterally established. 

Even Khedive Abbas II entered the game of unilateral declarations, desig¬ 
nating himself, without Istanbul’s consent, the “protector” of several tribes in 
the eastern Sahara. At the same time, France and Britain were in negotiations 
to “protect” several tribes and warlords in the area. 67 What the Ottomans had 
been trying to achieve on a large scale in an alliance with the Sanusi Order, 
their European counterparts were trying to achieve one tribe at a time. 
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Competition over the eastern Sahara caught the eye of a reporter from Le 
Siecle in Paris who explained that since the conflict over colonial possessions 
in Africa had gained the attention of the public already, he would attempt to 
explicate French policies in the region. He argued that the majority of Saharan 
trade had fallen under the purview of the Sanusi Order, which he described as 
anti-Western, citing Gustav Nachtigal for evidence. 68 As a solution to this situa¬ 
tion, the author suggested that the French government exploit the competition 
between Tuareg and Arab Bedouins on the western routes in the Libyan Des¬ 
ert to mobilize the Tuareg against the Sanusi Order, which the majority of the 
Bedouin tribes followed. This would amount to a rebellion against the Ottoman 
Empire. 69 Particularly telling about this article is its audience, which shows that 
French-Ottoman competition in the eastern Sahara had become a subject for 
public consumption in Paris. Also telling is its understanding that the Sanusi 
Order was an agent of the Ottomans in Africa and that taking control of a trade 
route away from the order would be a victory over the Ottoman Empire. 

The French were not the only threat to Ottoman interests in Africa. Re¬ 
ports from the Ottoman embassy in Germany warned of secret talks between 
the Italians, the British, and the Egyptians over Kassala, a district ( sancak ) in 
the province of (Egyptian) Sudan on the Red Sea coast along the present-day 
Sudanese-Eritrean border. 70 These talks, which became public in the summer of 
1894, 71 led to an agreement between Britain and Italy that granted Italy rule over 
Kassala (Figure 6), triggering yet another round of official Ottoman protests, but 
to no avail. 72 An Ottoman officer in Rome at the time provided the Ministry of 
External Affairs with the latest map of the region resulting from the agreement. 73 

The Sublime Porte’s anger and desperation over its exclusion from the Kas¬ 
sala negotiations is evident in an unsigned draft of a note from August 13,1894 
(possibly addressed to the grand vizier): “Just like the farce that took place 
in the time of Grand Vizier Kamil Pasha that resulted in the Italian occupa¬ 
tion of Massawa, 74 now there is another farce [ komidya ], but it is much graver 
[vahim ]!’ 75 The 1894 Italian-British agreement over Kassala, 76 according to the 
note, was the last straw and should be protested in the strongest of terms be¬ 
cause silence would be interpreted as consent. Pointing out that the British and 
Italians had been questioned about rumors of this agreement, yet they assured 
the Porte that Istanbul would be involved in any serious decisions to be made. 77 
The writer warned that this would not be the only Italian agreement in 1894 
to raise the ire of the Ottoman government because Italian negotiations over 
Libyan territories were also coming to light. 
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figure 6. British-Italian deal over East Africa (BOA, Y.PRK.ASK-98/54). 


By the end 1894, the “secret” Italian designs on the Libyan provinces had 
begun to be revealed, causing Ottoman diplomats in European capitals to re¬ 
port to Istanbul with a heightened tone of urgency. An excellent example of 
European discussions and changing perceptions of the Ottoman Empire comes 
from a poignant German article translated by the Ottoman embassy in Berlin 
that did not mince words about the tactics of the Great Powers. 

“The English and Khedive of Egypt’s Position Against the Ottoman Prov¬ 
inces in the Continent of Africa” was published in the Berliner Tageblatt on 
September 25, 1894. Careful to attend to Ottoman sensitivity about the legal 
status of Egypt in these uncertain times, the embassy had changed the title, 
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which originally read “Khedives Egypt”; after all, the sultan, not the khedive, 
was still the sovereign of Egypt. The article’s topic was an informal agreement 
between England and Italy in which Egypt was to be kept out of Italian colonial 
ambitions in exchange for guarantees that Britain would not interfere if Italy 
were to make a move for Tripolitania. On Italian justification of its occupation 
of a region internationally recognized as belonging to another sovereign em¬ 
pire, the writer, with a heavy dosage of sarcasm, said that, for Britain and Italy 
to “realize their desires, they would try to find any reason or false excuse [bah- 
ane]” He predicted a scenario in which the Italian government would come to 
the aid of the Ottomans in order to stop the forcible expansion of the French. If 
the Ottomans were to say, “We have no need for your help,” the Italians would 
claim that Istanbul obviously was not able to maintain its own internal stabil¬ 
ity and so they would step in to occupy this land to preserve regional stability. 
The article continued with this hypothetical scenario, stating that, because of 
their possessions along the Red Sea coast, the Italians would require a direct 
path through the eastern Sahara to the Mediterranean, justifying their bid for 
greater territorial expansion. 78 

Although a rather sarcastic interpretation of the logic of European colonial¬ 
ism, the Berliner Tageblatt article painted a prophetic picture of what was to 
come. It also illustrated with ironic clarity what the Ottoman Empire was expe¬ 
riencing on the global stage and in the arena of international opinion, publicly 
exposing its weak negotiating position. Other articles in German, French, and 
British newspapers on possible European bids for Benghazi and Tripoli were 
promptly reported to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Istanbul. 79 When the 
Ottoman ambassadors in London and Rome asked local officials about them, 
the response was always to deny their validity and describe them as baseless (bi 
asl ve esfls). 80 

In desperation, on October 17, 1894, Rustem Pasha, the Ottoman ambas¬ 
sador in London, met with Sir T. Sanderson, British undersecretary of state for 
foreign affairs, and Sanderson’s superior Lord Kimberley. He pressed for British 
acknowledgment of Istanbul’s right to the Libyan hinterland’s borders, which 
he said had previously been proposed by Istanbul in 1891 although this right 
had not been acknowledged by either France or Britain at that time. Sanderson 
explained that in 1891 Istanbul was claiming areas to the south and west of Lake 
Chad against British objections but there would be no reason for the British 
government to object if the empire were to claim only the land to the north 
of the lake. However, he said that he could not predict how the French might 
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feel about this and that Istanbul’s ambassador in Paris should discuss Ottoman 
claims to the eastern Sahara with his French counterpart. 81 

Of course, the British were playing diplomatic games. Foreign press re¬ 
ports, particularly in Paris, contradicted all official British promises. On 
December 29,1894, the Ottoman ambassador to Rome, Mahmud Nedim Bey, 82 
met with the Italian minister of foreign affairs, Baron Blanc, 83 to discuss an 
article in Le Journal claiming that Italy and England had signed a secret agree¬ 
ment regarding the occupation of Tripolitania. Baron Blanc said that the claim 
was false and that the Italian government supported the Ottoman position in 
Africa, including its right to Ghoudamis. Lying on the border between Libya, 
Algeria, and Tunis, Ghoudamis was a city particular geopolitical importance 
as well as a point of contention with areas south of Tripoli. Blanc added that if 
the French ambassador were in the room, he would repeat his statement to his 
face and that any movements that Italy might make in Africa should not in any 
way worry the Ottoman government 84 —a bold statement that would prove to 
be an outright he. 

Conclusion 

Ottoman diplomats in the last decade of the nineteenth century were witnesses 
to a game of diplomacy of denial. They were forced to pretend that they did 
not know they were being lied to when the Great Powers claimed not to be 
engaged in secret dealings that would harm Istanbul’s interests in Africa. The 
more Istanbul confronted its Concert of Europe “partners” with rumors of ne¬ 
gotiations taking place behind its back, the more false reassurances were given. 
Sultan Abdiilhamid II, a strong believer in the power of international agree¬ 
ments, must have felt a huge sense of disappointment at this state of affairs. 
Article 34 of the General Act of Berlin seemed not to apply to the Ottoman 
case in Africa, and Istanbul was systematically excluded from decisions related 
to its spheres of influence. In particular, the hinterland and sphere of influence 
doctrines seemed to be legally worthless when used by Ottoman diplomats. 
The empire had no cards to play, and the European powers knew it; indeed, the 
international press knew it and held up Istanbul’s weakness against European 
disregard for international agreements for the whole world to see. Even the 
Libyan provinces, the last of the Ottoman provinces in Africa, were now on the 
table as targets of European colonial occupation. 

The year 1894 was a turning point for the Ottoman Empire. Evidence shows 
that the empire began shifting its efforts toward support of Sanusi-led military 
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resistance in central Africa and consolidation of its hold on the frontiers of 
the Libyan provinces. Throughout the 1890s, following bilateral negotiations 
between London and Paris, the Central Sudanic Kingdoms were being divided 
up into French and British zones of influence. These territories had deep ties to 
the Ottoman Empire and the Sanusi Order and had been explicitly identified 
by the Ottomans as an essential part of the Libyan hinterlands. In the decades 
that followed, they would be dissected along the newly created borders of the 
colonial central African nation-states of Chad, the Central African Republic, 
Niger, Nigeria, and Cameroon. 

Ottoman partners, whether in London, Paris, or Rome, used the almost 
farcical diplomacy of denial to appease Ottoman diplomats, but actions spoke 
much louder than words. As the diplomatic route became less effective in de¬ 
fending Ottoman claims to self-identified zones of influence, and as the specter 
of European occupation of the Libyan Desert grew, the bond between the Is¬ 
tanbul and the Sanusi Order grew stronger, changing from political coopera¬ 
tion to covert military alliance. 



4 RESISTANCE AND 

FORTIFICATION, 1894-1899 

In spite of Wadai’s distance from the sea, the people of Wadai are well aware 
of the European greed and blind drive [hirs ve inhimak ] to occupy the African 
coast and that their [the Europeans’] determination to move further inland 
would definitely affect them. Thus, from the beginning, knowing that they 
will have to protect their country from the probable European occupation, 
they have desperately hoped for the supply of new weapons. However, due to 
prohibitions on importing weapons, their wishes have remained unfulfilled. 

Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, 
somewhere between Taylamun and Benghazi, Saturday, November 30,1895 


azmzade was not simply reporting on the unfulfilled wishes of the of Wa¬ 
dai people; his comments were in conversation with the Ottoman government’s 
secret program to supply weapons to central African resistance fighters un¬ 
der Sanusi leadership. Chapter 3 discussed the decade-long process that led 
to Istanbul’s exclusion from negotiations over the fate of central Africa. In this 
chapter, we witness how the strategic and operational focus of the Ottoman 
Empire along its southern frontiers took a decisive shift from efforts at ter¬ 
ritorial expansion to consolidation and, indeed, resistance along the empire’s 
southern borderlands. What becomes clear as the nineteenth century came 
to a close is that the empire’s position on the global stage forced its painful 
transition from one attempting to negotiate the delicate position it found it¬ 
self in: straddling the line between subject and object of colonialism, to one 
who became a clear target of the Great Powers’ predatory territorial ambitions. 
Expanding the panoramic lens of inquiry, this chapter shifts the focus from 
Ottoman participation in the scramble for Africa to the impact this participa¬ 
tion had on Ottoman foreign relations as well as domestic policies along the 
empire’s southern frontiers on both sides of the Red Sea. 

The empire’s position in Africa was also a reflection of wider developments 
in the world at the time, for between 1894 and 1896 it witnessed what came to 
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be known as the Hamidian massacres of Armenians in the Anatolian heart¬ 
land. The result was further direct European intervention in the empire’s in¬ 
ternal affairs with the stated aim of guaranteeing the safety and rights of its 
Armenian subjects. 1 Additionally, the period between 1896 and 1898 witnessed 
a number of rebellions in the Ottoman province of Crete, which were sup¬ 
ported by the Kingdom of Greece. The Ottoman minister of foreign affairs in 
1897, Tevfik Pasha, worked tirelessly to win the support of the Great Powers 
to block Greek military and political intervention in the island’s affairs, but to 
no avail. 2 Despite Istanbul’s best effort to defend its sovereignty in Crete, the 
European powers’ position oscillated from promises to stop the Greek invasion 
to increasingly forcing Istanbul’s hand in curtailing its defensive efforts until 
most of the Ottoman troops were withdrawn from Crete and governorship of 
the island was handed over to Prince George, the second son of King George 
I of Greece (r. 1863-1913). This effectively meant the handing over of Crete to 
the Kingdom of Greece in all ways but name. Istanbul’s protestations about this 
situation paralleled its diplomatic complaints about its exclusion from the deci¬ 
sions being made vis-a-vis central Africa. 3 

Allies in Peace, Brothers in Arms 

After 1894 the Hamidian regime turned to its ally, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi, to mount 
and support local resistance against the impending European occupation of 
central Africa. Evidence of this turn comes from reports of the British consul 
Justin Alvarez in Benghazi, 4 who reported on a letter his spies had intercepted 
that included specific instructions from Istanbul to al-Mahdi al-Sanusi to com¬ 
mence military operations against any European maneuvering in Africa. More 
specifically, Istanbul instructed al-Mahdi al-Sanusi to use his influence over 
various tribes to coordinate a united front against impending European mili¬ 
tary action. In response al-Mahdi al-Sanusi called an emergency meeting with 
his deputies from the various Saharan zawaya . 5 The mounting threat to Otto¬ 
man interests in the Libyan hinterland also prompted an urgent mission to the 
Sahara by none other than Sadik Pasha al-Mouayad Azmzade. Simultaneously, 
Istanbul embarked on an emergency project to create facts on the ground in 
its African provinces. In particularly, through the building of telegraph lines to 
the southern frontiers of Ottoman Libya, Istanbul hoped to establish an undis- 
putable link between the Ottoman’s African frontier and the empire’s capital. 

In the time since Azmzade’s first mission to meet al-Sanusi a few years be¬ 
fore, the Ottoman position on the global stage had taken a serious beating. For 
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his second mission, in November of 1895, the destination, much further south 
in the Sahara, was the oasis of Kufra, the new headquarters of the Sanusi Or¬ 
der and al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s new residence. A significant difference between 
his last mission and this one was that Azmzade was now equipped with new 
record-keeping technology and one of his hobbies: a camera. Thus, compared 
to his first mission, we have many more details about this trip, both textual and 
pictorial. Azmzade, one of the first Ottomans to write a book on photography, 6 
was careful to document every stage of his journey, which unlike his first one 
in 1886, was not kept secret. In fact, Azmzade’s travels were detailed in a series 
of articles published in a popular magazine and later printed as a travelogue in 
Istanbul in 1899, with both the manuscript and a printed copy presented to the 
sultan as gifts. 7 

On his return from the 1895 mission (Figure 7), Azmzade filed a report on 
the state of affairs in Benghazi and its hinterland. In this report, which was a 
much more frank account than the one he offered in his travelogue, he de¬ 
scribed in detail an area that, according to his assessment, continued to be very 
loyal to the sultan even though it was desperately poor and required much 
more attention from Istanbul than it had been receiving in terms of economic 
investment and infrastructural development. Despite the noted neglect from 
the Ottoman government, Azmzade was surprised at the welcoming attitude 
of the Saharan people, particularly toward him as a uniformed representative 
of the Ottoman government. The peoples recognition of and affection for the 
Ottoman presence, notwithstanding the fact that “no Sublime Porte represen¬ 
tative has ever been there, nor have the people ever seen an Ottoman banner 
before,” had a great impact on Azmzade. 8 

What Azmzade did not mention was that the two Ottoman banners he was 
proudly carrying with him were meant for the gates of the zaxviya of al-Mahdi 
al-Sanusi’s residence in Kufra but that, according to the governor of Benghazi 
in 1908, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi declined to install them. How do we reconcile this 
with what Azmzade was reporting on local support? 

Despite the enthusiasm and support for the Ottoman sultan described by 
Azmzade, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi must have found it prudent not to appear as 
though he and his order were becoming an arm of the Ottoman state. In fact, 
maintaining a public image of autonomy would be beneficial to both the Ot¬ 
tomans and the Sanusi because the power of the Sanusi leadership, which the 
Ottomans were banking on, would have been compromised if the order were to 
be seen as a puppet of an imperial power. 9 Moreover, planting a flag would not 



FIGURE 7. Azmzade on his way back from his second mission to Kufra in the Sahara (Nadir Eserler Library, Istanbul 
University, 779/64). 
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have been enough in the post-1885 era to declare sovereignty; such symbolic 
declarations were no longer sufficient to send a message to the French and Brit¬ 
ish, who were well aware of the Ottoman-Sanusi alliance. For this reason, the 
Ottoman government’s “effective occupation” of the eastern Sahara remained a 
source of tension between Europe and the Ottoman Empire. Moreover, the lack 
of a substantial physical Ottoman governmental presence in the Libyan Desert 
remained a concern for Yildiz Palace. Speculations about Ottoman attempts at 
military occupation to establish a presence triggered British consular reports 
from Benghazi and Tripoli. 10 

In his formal report, Azmzade addressed the importance of al-Mahdi al- 
Sanusi’s autonomy to the success of Ottoman strategy and offered two recom¬ 
mendations that spoke to this issue. His first was that no Ottoman kaymakamlik 
(administrative district) be established in Kufra or in any area south of it, ar¬ 
guing that the Sanusi Order maintained the peace in those areas and so kept 
trade routes between Wadai and Benghazi open and secure. In his travelogue, 
he described the importance of this accomplishment: 

In reality . . . the Wadai-Kufra-Benghazi route, for fifteen years was unusable 
until the father of his holiness Seyyid Sanusi invested a great deal of effort to se¬ 
cure it and subsequently, using his own money, had a water well named Bushra 
dug up between Wajanga and Kufra, in a benevolent effort meant at easing the 
hardship of travel. Today this road is referred to as “Es-Seyyid es-Sanusi Way.” 

The current level of security and peace is astounding to such an extent that it 
can be said that one does not find this level of security in the most developed of 
places. Traders from Tripoli always prefer this route now, and so they travel by 
sea to Benghazi and then south on this road to the Sudan. 11 

Azmzade argued that any overt Ottoman presence would ultimately do more 
harm than good for the empire’s objectives in the area, and that the Sanusi Or¬ 
der was sufficiently protecting Ottoman interests. 12 He also stressed the neces¬ 
sity of better coordination between Istanbul and the Sanusi Order to establish 
a legitimate presence on the ground without undermining one or the other’s 
political authority. Why was the question of authority such a concern, espe¬ 
cially after describing how loyal the population and al-Mahdi al-Sanusi himself 
were to the sultan? His second recommendation combined with a report from 
British consul Justin Alvarez holds the answer. 

A few months before Azmzade left Istanbul for Kufra, on April 4, 1894, 
Alvarez, in a letter to the British ambassador in Istanbul, Sir Philipp Currie, 
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reported rumors of an Ottoman military expedition headed to Kufra to estab¬ 
lish an Ottoman administration— kaymakamlik. He wrote that the Ottoman 
government had not previously been in full control of the region, whose loca¬ 
tion at the crossroads of several trade routes made it of high economic and stra¬ 
tegic importance. Alvarez reported that the expedition was made up of three 
hundred men on camelback. 13 

Azmzade reported on a similar expedition that he had witnessed in the hin¬ 
terland of Benghazi, where he encountered a very tense situation on arrival. 
After a round of attacks and counterattacks between Bedouin tribesmen and 
an Ottoman regiment, the governor’s men seized camels from the tribes and 
other locals as a form of collective punishment. Learning of this, Azmzade or¬ 
dered the camels to be returned to their rightful owners and brought Ottoman 
representatives and sheikhs of the tribes to a meeting to begin the process of 
reconciliation. With that, the situation returned to normal and Azmzade con¬ 
tinued on his way. 14 

After recounting this story, Azmzade, in a tone that was rather sympathetic 
toward the Bedouins, gave his second recommendation, suggesting that in¬ 
stead of giving the Bedouins honorary decorations ( nifanlar ) and gifts, a more 
consistent system of taxation should be followed, one that would be perceived 
as fair and serve to avert incidents like the one he had witnessed. He also 
recommended opening more schools in the region because they were sorely 
lacking and predicted that the Bedouins would be very interested in attending 
them. 15 

Azmzade was in fact recommending an Ottoman presence in the area but 
not a military one. He advised that the palace would gain goodwill with the 
local population by providing social services and supporting the local Sanusi 
establishments. The existing system of governance, he argued, had established 
a bad precedent of military action, and sending more soldiers or establishing 
a new kaymakamlik would only serve to turn the local population against the 
Ottomans. 

Compared with the language he used in his field reports, Azmzade’s lan¬ 
guage in the official report was reserved and diplomatic in its criticism of the 
provincial government. In his field reports, a much more unreserved Azmzade 
named names and pointed his finger at Ottoman officials. For example, in 
a memo summarizing the two field reports he had sent while on his way to 
Istanbul from Kufra, he was particularly critical of an expedition sent from 


RESISTANCE AND FORTIFICATION 


87 


Benghazi against Bedouins, most probably for tax collection. He blamed the 
governor of Cyrenaica, Ahmad bin Hamed Taher (r. 1893-1904), for ordering 
the expedition, which led to ten deaths on both sides and seven Bedouin men 
injured. Azmzade wrote that such poorly thought out actions only helped raise 
suspicions of the Ottoman government despite the medallions and gifts sent to 
the chiefs of the tribes. He insisted that the impacts of Ahmad Pashas decisions 
and actions were not limited to Benghazi but had transimperial ramifications. 
This meant that a decision to send a military expedition like the one he re¬ 
ported on should not be made by the mutasarrif alone. 16 

Azmzade was not proposing a new administrative system; rather, he was 
simply insisting that the rules of governing Cyrenaica as a mutasarnfiyya be fol¬ 
lowed. As discussed earlier, a mutasarnfiyya was a category of provincial ad¬ 
ministration reserved for localities given varying levels of autonomy and placed 
under the direct purview of Istanbul because of their status as zones of global 
geopolitical significance. Prime examples of administrative zones designated as 
mutasarnfiyya included Jerusalem and Mount Lebanon. 17 Azmzade argued that 
what happened in Benghazi’s hinterland held implications for the entire empire 
and therefore only an informed imperial government should be making poten¬ 
tially fateful decisions concerning it. In other words, Cyrenaica as a mutasarri- 
fiyya should be taken out of the provincial orbit of Tripoli and the local overview 
of Benghazi and placed in the hands of strategy experts in Istanbul. Al-Mahdi 
al-Sanusi sent a letter to Sultan Abdiilhamid II, dated April 22,1895, in which he 
emphasized his loyalty and allegiance to the caliph-sultan and acknowledged the 
support his zawaya had been receiving from him. However, he also expressed 
support for Azmzade’s argument, complaining that provincial administrators 
were causing strife and instigating conflicts between the sultan and himself. 18 

Ahmad bin Hamed Taher, the mutasarrif of Cyrenaica and the object of 
Azmzade’s criticism, also sent a letter on December 12, 1895 to Istanbul. He 
wrote that a deputy of al-Mahdi al-Sanusi from Benghazi, Sheikh Abdul Aziz 
Efendi, and several notables from the region accompanied Azmzade to Kufra 
and back. They provided him with safe passage and helped him secure what 
was needed for the difficult journey. For that reason, Taher Pasha requested 
that honorary medals be sent to these men and their relatives as a sign of grati¬ 
tude for their service to the sultan. 19 Indeed, ten days later, Taher Pasha sent 
another letter fishing for a “gold” Mecidiye medal (first-class Mecidi Order) 20 
as a reward for his support of Azmzade’s mission. 21 
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The lack of coordination between Istanbul and the provincial governors 
caused more than just administrative inefficiencies. In the frontier regions, ac¬ 
tions that might turn the locals against the empire meant that the first line of de¬ 
fense against European imperialism was compromised. Because Abdiilhamid II 
counted on the Bedouins’ loyalty, shortsighted actions such as Mutasarrif Taher 
Pashas expedition to collect tax revenue ultimately threatened the Ottoman 
states security and, in the case of the volatile frontiers, its very sovereignty. 

The disconnect between the strategy objectives of the center and the ad¬ 
ministrative objectives of the provincial powers was not limited to Cyrenaica. 
It seems to have been built into the system of intraimperial relations, and we 
encounter it when we examine other Ottoman southern frontiers in western 
Arabia in Chapters 5 and 6. In this region, provincial, local, and imperial au¬ 
thorities were not only disharmonious on the policy level. The provincial and 
local authorities viewed Istanbul’s efforts to consolidate its hold over its geopo- 
litically sensitive frontiers as antithetical to their own goals, and they worked 
tirelessly to undermine Istanbul’s authority, in the process compromising Istan¬ 
bul’s strategies for fending off foreign intervention. 

News: Africa in the Ottoman Press 

By the close of the nineteenth century, Ottoman imperial interests in the Sahara 
were being publicly debated in Istanbul. An article in the semiofficial newspa¬ 
per ikdam from January 1897 sheds light on the public’s interest in the empire’s 
involvement in Africa. 22 The article’s writer began with a brief description of 
what had been taking place in Africa since the middle of the 1880s, drawing the 
general reading public into discussions of the interimperial competition taking 
place on the doorstep of the empire’s African provinces. He analyzed the posi¬ 
tions of the various European players in this competition and where the empire 
fit in. He argued that the empire had an advantage over the Europeans because 
it shared a religion with the local inhabitants, which allowed Ottoman mis¬ 
sions to the eastern Sahara to avoid the “catastrophic” fate of some European 
missions. Additionally, he said, the empire was no stranger to Africa; it already 
had large tracts of land in North Africa that allowed it easy access to the Sahara. 

The writer did not stop there, however. He discussed ways that the empire 
could develop the economy of the region, taking advantage of Tripolitania as 
the gateway to the Sahara. He proposed a railway to connect sub-Saharan Af¬ 
rica with the Mediterranean coast so that the empire could both develop the 
region economically and gain from becoming the linchpin of trade between 
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the sub-Saharan region and Europe. Interestingly, the writer then declared that 
such economic development would bring civilization ( medeniyet ) to the conti¬ 
nent: “With the efforts of the Ottoman government in Tripoli, it can occupy an 
important position in the history of the development of Africa [tarih-i medeni- 
yettepek muhim bir mevki if gall ]!’ 23 

It is important that the rhetoric of bringing “civilization to the locals” was 
not presented in a culturist sense. The writer was not arguing for a “white man’s 
burden,” or a mission civilisatrice. Rather, he was making the implicit argu¬ 
ment that economic and technological development would help “modernize” 
Muslim African society. In fact, civilizing improvements as an outcome of eco¬ 
nomic and technological development— not cultural assets brought to the lo¬ 
cals by a colonizing Ottoman ruler—lay at the heart of discussions taking place 
in Istanbul. 

Another Ikdam article from October 1898 discussed a sudden upsurge in 
French public support for a railway from the Lake Chad basin to the Medi¬ 
terranean that France saw as essential to the economic success of its African 
colonies. The article questioned whether this was a matter of simple economic 
interest or strategic geopolitics, pointing out that this idea had been proposed 
fifteen years earlier, at the time of the Conference of Berlin, but had been 
shelved because of internal squabbling in Paris. The article additionally sug¬ 
gested that the French would have a great deal of trouble dealing with the local 
Bedouins, who would be very hard to convince that the train would not take 
away their source of livelihood, the camel caravan trade. 24 

The Beirut daily newspaper Lisan al-Hal reported on the French railway 
proposal in 1899, after the project had won the approval of the British in Febru¬ 
ary of that year. Lisan al-Hal devoted several columns each day to European co¬ 
lonialism in central and eastern Africa, like other newspapers in the empire. 25 
As we see in Chapters 5 and 6, various stakeholders in the Ottoman Empire 
were debating telegraph line and railway projects as well, such as the exten¬ 
sion of telegraph lines through Bedouin territories in the Hijaz and the Libyan 
Desert. 

It was through the press that interimperial competition over Africa, par¬ 
ticularly Muslim central Africa, entered the Ottoman public domain. Newspa¬ 
pers did not simply report what was taking place; they critically engaged with 
events, offered recommendations, and passionately encouraged action by the 
government. Given the wide distribution of these newspapers, it is safe to as¬ 
sume that at the turn of the century the scramble for Africa was being discussed 
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in the saloons of Beirut and the hamams of the Ottoman capital as well as in the 
hallways of Yildiz Palace and the offices of the Mabeyn and the Sublime Porte. 

Aman My Pasha! Time Is Precious and Short 
In 1895 al-Mahdi al-Sanusi moved from Jaghbub to Kufra. In line with inter¬ 
pretation of the Grand Sanusi’s original choice of al-Bayda’ in Jabal al-Akhdar 
as inspired by an assumed animosity between the Ottoman government and 
the Sanusiyya (see Chapter 1), al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s relocation so far south was 
assumed to also be a result of Ottoman pressure. However, nothing could have 
been further from the truth. In fact, in the five years between 1896 and his 
death in 1901, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi and Istanbul drew ever closer, finally form¬ 
ing a military alliance in which Ottoman military support proved crucial to 
the central African resistance. According to Azmzade, the establishment of a 
kaymakamhk in Jaghbub might have influenced al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s decision 
to move to Kufra given that his local authority among the Bedouins appeared 
to be challenged by Tripoli-appointed officials. Azmzade considered the Jagh¬ 
bub kaymakamhk a poor strategic move because the rule of al-Mahdi al-Sanusi 
in these areas was already sufficient to support Ottoman interests. 26 

That the very large Jaghbub zawiya remained in full operation indicates that 
the order was not under threat after the Ottoman kaymakamhk was established 
in 1892. In fact, for a few months after al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s move to Kufra, his 
brother Muhammad al-Sharif oversaw operations in Jaghbub until the middle 
of 1896, when the zawiya was mostly shut down and, according to British con¬ 
sular reports, the remaining members left to join the order in Kufra. 27 The oa¬ 
sis of Kufra by that time had become the nodal point through which caravans 
passed on their way to Wadai and Borno, 28 two sultanates in the imperial cross¬ 
hairs of British and French ambitions. 29 

In August 1896, British consul Justin Alvarez reported that Major Hakki 
Bey, the military inspector of accounts in Benghazi, was meeting with al-Mahdi 
al-Sanusi in Kufra on a secret mission commissioned by Istanbul to entice al- 
Mahdi al-Sanusi to use his influence, “temporal and spiritual,” to diffuse the 
tense situation in the south. The hope was that the Sanusi Order could recon¬ 
cile Rabih al-Zubair in Borno and Sultan Yusuf in Wadai in order to present a 
united front against the increasingly emboldened English and French in the 
Lake Chad area and to maintain control over the caravan route from Lake 
Chad to the Mediterranean. 30 However, Alvarez mistakenly reported that 
guides along the road refused to guarantee Hakki Bey’s safety, forcing him to 
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abandon his mission. 31 I could find no reference to such a mission in the Ot¬ 
toman Archives, and I believe Alvarez’s intelligence was inaccurate because, 
as evidence shows, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi did manage to reconcile the regional 
leadership. In fact, by the end of 1899 he had moved his headquarters further 
south, into the town of Guru in the heart of the Lake Chad basin, in order to 
lead the local resistance. 

The cries for combating French and British movement in the eastern Sahara 
grew more urgent in 1899. In a letter to the palace, Tripoli’s former head of the 
court of appeal, Ahmed Mustafa Pasha, wrote: “For my country, my people, 
my sultan, and with good intentions and with neither lax nor imperfect ser¬ 
vice, I have tried to describe and explicate what I have seen and heard and 
investigated in my surroundings [me$hudat ve mesmuat ve tahkikatimi tevsi ve 
te$mile faliftim\: Ottoman Africa has gained an overwhelming importance and 
delicacy.” He continued: 

It is being said that the French have reached the great city of Zinder, which is 
the key and entryway to the land of central Africa, where thirty million Muslims 
await the arrival of the Ottoman banner of victory. The merchant caravans from 
Tripoli to Sudan can’t continue on their route, due to the clashes taking place 
along the way, forcing them to return to Ghat. After passing the sub-provinces 
under Tripoli rule, including Jebel al-Gharbi, Garyan, Urfali, Sirt and head 
south, there is nothing but the mention and thoughts of Seyyid Sanusi, along 
with that of the sultan of Wadai. There is word that he himself went there.... If 
nothing were done, crying over a missed opportunity would not be accepted by 
those deserving the protection and friendship [of the sultan]. Aman my Pasha! 
Time is precious and short. ... In a little while [it will be too late] and every¬ 
thing will be lost. 32 

This impassioned plea reflected Ottoman officials’ fear that the opportunity for 
redemption on the global stage, after fifteen years of effort, seemed to be slip¬ 
ping right through their fingers. The agreement between France and Britain 
over the eastern Sahara was about to take effect. France in particular felt em¬ 
boldened by an 1899 agreement with the British to solve the Fashoda Crisis, 
and the French military was already on the move toward central Africa. 

The Fashoda Crisis gave rise to yet another major European agreement that 
raised the ire of Istanbul, expressed through diplomatic protests to which the 
European powers responded only with more empty assurances. However, it 
was different from other episodes of Ottoman exclusion from negotiations over 
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African land claimed as colonial possessions by Istanbul. The Fashoda Crisis 
and the resulting London Declaration of 1899 marked the end of the road for 
the Ottoman expansionist experiment. 

Since 1895 French colonialists had been urging their government to chal¬ 
lenge Britain’s claim to the Nile Valley. A slow three-year march from French 
West Africa to the Nile Valley ended in Fashoda—a town on the White Nile 
in southeast Sudan—with French and British forces coming very close to an 
all-out confrontation over colonial possessions. The decade that began with 
concerted efforts to increase the economic prosperity of competing European 
imperialists under the rules laid down by the Act of Berlin had by 1899 turned 
into a clash of colonial interests between two Great Powers, which, because 
of its vital importance to Ottoman interests in central Africa, was closely fol¬ 
lowed by the Beirut daily Lisan al-Hal. Beyond the details of the conflict, and 
later the agreement to end it, the paper devoted pages to explaining the com¬ 
plexity of the issues involved, which, although manifested in the Nile Valley, 
concerned global interimperial disagreements from fishing rights off the coast 
of North America to rights to the island of Madagascar to ship-refueling rights 
in Muscat. 33 

As the French and British armies prepared for battle, negotiations in Lon¬ 
don led to the pivotal bilateral agreement of 1899, which demarcated territorial 
possessions without the approval of the imperial powers directly affected. This 
in essence rendered the Act of Berlin null and void and gave the French the 
green light to invade the sultanates west of the Lake Chad basin. 34 

Known as the London Declaration, the agreement was signed on March 21, 
1899. It gave Paris the “right” to occupy central African territories north of the 
fifteenth parallel in return for giving up its claim to the Nile valley for good. 35 
The area handed over to the French was none other than the domain of al- 
Mahdi al-Sanusi and by proxy the territories claimed by the Ottoman Empire, 
stretching north from Lake Chad as far as Tibesti. Interestingly, according to 
the Geographical Journal, published by the British Royal Geographic Society, 
“Tibesti.. . naturally belongs to the Hinterland of Tripoli, and the present rec¬ 
ognition of French claims will not, of course, be binding on other Powers.” 36 Yet 
the Ottoman Empire by that time was not counting on invoking international 
agreements or registering diplomatic complaints. The time for diplomacy in 
the Libyan Desert and indeed on the empire’s southern frontiers had passed. 
The empire’s hopes of reinventing itself on the international stage had been 
dashed, and it now had a mere supporting role in the eastern Sahara, providing 
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weapons to the Sanusi Order. While the order led a military resistance against 
the French in the eastern Sahara, Istanbul’s attention turned to securing its pro¬ 
vincial borderlands in Ottoman Libya and the Hijaz. 37 

1900-1902: Sanusi Resistance in Central Africa 
In 1899 the military alliance of the Ottoman state and the Sanusi Order was 
put on display, with al-Mahdi al-Sanusi now being invited to official military 
inspections as a member of the Ottoman elite. In February 1899, for example, 
British consul Justin Alvarez wrote to the British ambassador in Istanbul that 
Taher Pasha, the mutasarrif of Benghazi, had ordered an inspection of the 
troops in Berka and that al-Mahdi al-Sanusi was in attendance as the guest of 
honor. 38 

Similarly, in November 1899 Sheikh Muhammad Suleiman Pasha of Alex¬ 
andria, a third-generation religious scholar and Muslim missionary, wrote two 
letters to the sultan in which he described a journey he had undertaken in the 
eastern Sahara. He said that traveling through the territory under Sanusi con¬ 
trol made it clear to him that al-Mahdi al-Sanusi and all his followers were 
“publicly and privately” truly loyal to the caliph and that love of the caliph was 
instilled in all Sanusi followers in Africa right from childhood. However, he 
warned the sultan that the Europeans were intent on occupying the eastern Sa¬ 
hara and Lake Chad basin and their plan was to divide the Muslims and create 
a wedge between the sultan and al-Mahdi al-Sanusi. Suleiman Pasha warned of 
rumors not just from European sources but from sources in Istanbul: those “in 
high-up positions, who are untrue and don’t know their religion [are] promot¬ 
ing such rumors.” 39 

The sultan was already convinced of al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s loyalty, accord¬ 
ing to his memoirs: “If there is anybody who is able and willing to defend our 
rights in Africa, it is al-Mahdi al-Sanusi.” 40 The mutasarrifs invitation to al- 
Mahdi al-Sanusi to inspect the Berka troops was just one sign of Istanbul’s 
trust. In fact, by the beginning of 1899 the Sanusi Order was establishing even 
more zawaya and trade routes deeper into the Lake Chad basin, strengthening 
its presence in areas under immediate colonial threat, while the Ottoman state 
was filling the power vacuum left behind in Kufra and other areas in the Libyan 
hinterland. For example, after al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s move to Guru, Kufra was 
left exposed to British and Mahdist threats from the east. The sultan ordered 
the governor of Benghazi to request al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s consent to establish 
an Ottoman kaymakamlik there, apparently taking the advice of Azmzade. 41 
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At the same time, according to British intelligence sources, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi 
was in negotiations with the sultan of Darfur to open a new trade route from 
Darfur through Kufra and on to the Mediterranean coast in anticipation of a 
possible French takeover of the western routes. 42 

After the signing of the London Declaration in 1899, it was only a matter 
of months before the French army moved into the Lake Chad basin. In prepa¬ 
ration, al-Mahdi al-Sanusi sent two missions south of Guru, so far south, in 
fact, that they reached areas where “Arabic was not spoken.” 43 The purpose of 
these missions was to set the stage for al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s arrival to establish 
a united local military front against the French. In 1900 reports from British 
dragomans in Istanbul, and from Alvarez in Benghazi, indicated that al-Mahdi 
al-Sanusi’s negotiations with the local tribes and sultanates had consolidated 
his hold over the southern regions of the eastern Sahara. 44 The sultan of Dar¬ 
fur, for example, declared his allegiance by accepting al-Sanusi’s offer to build 
three Sanusi zawaya in Darfur. 45 Evidence points toward Ottoman-Sanusi co¬ 
ordination of military resistance against the invading French army, particularly 
after al-Mahdi al-Sanusi’s move to Guru. 46 Support for Sanusi-led local militias 
armed with Ottoman weapons came from the highest officials of the Hamidian 
regime. 

Sultan Abdiilhamid II himself supported the Sanusi Order’s preparations 
for military resistance. For example, in a report sent to London, the British 
ambassador in Istanbul, Sir Nicholas R. O’Conor, paraphrased an anxious letter 
he had received in which the sultan declared that it was in the British Empire’s 
best interest to help the Ottomans repel French attacks on Ottoman territories 
in Africa. The sultan relayed his confidence in the strength of al-Sanusi and his 
loyalty to the empire, and rejected rumors reported in the French media that 
al-Mahdi al-Sanusi had asked for or accepted French protection. This vote of 
confidence would seem to corroborate reports from Alvarez about Ottoman 
arms being shipped to Derna and then transferred by caravans to Sanusi hide¬ 
outs in zawaya further south. 47 Nevertheless, despite substantial evidence of 
Ottoman tactical and material support of the Sanusi leadership, there is no evi¬ 
dence of any direct Ottoman military intervention in the looming war. Resis¬ 
tance against the French invasion was led by al-Mahdi al-Sanusi and manned 
locally by the various tribes. 

In 1902, after the death of Muhammad al-Mahdi al-Sanusi, his nephew 
Ahmad al-Sharif al-Sanusi took over leadership of the order, becoming the 
de facto head of resistance against French and later Italian colonialism in the 
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Libyan interior. Ottoman support of Sanusi-led resistance continued even after 
the reign of Sultan Abdiilhamid II. When al-Sharif al-Sanusi fled to Istanbul in 
1918, he was received as a hero and was settled with his family in a mansion in 
Bursa. He continued his resistance to Libyan occupation in exile until his death 
in 1933. 48 

Technologies of Resistance 

Even though Istanbul continued to support Sanusi resistance well into the 
twentieth century, Ottoman archival records point to a decisive shift in its stra¬ 
tegic focus, from expansion to fortification, starting as early as 1895. Efforts to 
consolidate the empires hold on its Libyan provinces became evident during 
the planning of a comprehensive North African telegraph network, through 
which the empire intended to assert its hold on its provinces by connecting 
Libyan provincial borderlands to Ottoman administrative centers on the Medi¬ 
terranean coast. 

In September 1899, the Ottoman Ministry of the Interior sent a request to 
the Ministry of Telegraph and Post for urgent action because of recent reports 
of European competition over areas in the Libyan Desert and rumors of British 
and French plans to build a telegraph line to connect this highly coveted region 
with their respective metropoles in Europe. Fearing that “imperial executive 
rights” ( hukuk-i tasarrufiye-yi sultaniye) would be threatened if these foreign 
lines were built, the Ministry of Interior asked that the Ottoman telegraph net¬ 
work be extended south and west from the Mediterranean shore to ensure that 
the Ottoman governments “effective occupation”—to use the already lapsed 
terms of the General Act of Berlin—would be fortified. 49 

By 1899 construction of the Hijaz telegraph line took up all the resources 
of the Ministry of Telegraph and Post. That is why it was not until 1901 that a 
comprehensive plan was presented to the Sublime Porte, including cost esti¬ 
mates, for an extensive network that would connect Tripoli, Sirt, and Benghazi 
with the Libyan interior. 50 Budgetary concerns were part of the picture, but the 
project’s high strategic importance meant that it would be executed despite the 
expense and risk involved. Inspector Rahmi Bey, director of telegraph services 
in Kosovo and the first director of the telegraph office in Salt in southern Syria, 
was transferred to Tripoli to oversee construction of the first Tripoli-Fezzan 
line. 51 Soon after, a decision was made to replace the Benghazi-Alexandria 
submarine line with an overland connection to Tripoli, which would be ex¬ 
tended to Crete and then on to Istanbul. This, many thought, was a line to 
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nowhere because connecting with Sirt and then with Tripoli meant traversing 
long stretches of uninhabited desert. Although no revenue was expected from 
this line, Alvarez reported to London that the sultan “now attaches great im¬ 
portance to the construction.” 52 

Alvarez criticized the line as a waste of money, considering that it would go 
through the territory of Bedouins who might cut it down and make off with the 
poles. 53 However, in light of the importance of technological and infrastruc¬ 
tural projects in the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century, the logic 
behind this decision is obvious. Yildiz Palace was determined to establish an 
independent infrastructure, avoiding foreign technical expertise and capital, 
throughout its threatened frontier regions. Istanbul went as far as diverting 
money from a second cable to the all-important Hijaz line to the Libyan lines. 54 
In fact, as if asserting their Ottoman-ness, the telegraph stations in Ottoman 
Libya were equipped to send and receive telegrams in only two languages, Ara¬ 
bic and Ottoman-Turkish. 55 

The empire’s experience in Africa had led to a loss of faith in international 
agreements and thus Istanbul’s pursuit of a strictly independent and indeed 
isolationist approach to ensure the security of its domains. As the Ottoman 
experiment in new imperialism wound down, attention shifted to the empire’s 
other vulnerable frontiers-cum-borderlands in western Arabia. European ex¬ 
clusionary policies and heightened tensions between the empire and the Great 
Powers manifested not just in Africa but also in Ottoman Arabia thousands of 
kilometers away. 

In 1893 a French company proposed a partnership between the Ottoman and 
French governments for the extension of a mutually beneficial telegraph line to 
the southern reaches of the Red Sea. According to the proposal, the French and 
Ottoman empires were facing the same problem of having to rely on British- 
controlled telegraph lines to communicate with their respective government 
outposts in the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. For the French, the main concern 
was reaching their isolated colony in Madagascar off the British-controlled Af¬ 
rican east coast. For the Ottomans, it was reaching their province of Hijaz. The 
proposed scheme would connect Marseilles to al- c Arish or Gaza by a submarine 
line and then extend a line down the east coast of the Red Sea to Madagascar 
and out to the Indian Ocean and beyond, making the British lines unnecessary. 56 

Three years later, in 1896, an update of the French proposal was back on the 
table. The Ottoman special commissioner to Egypt, Gazi Ahmed Muhtar Pasha, 
wrote to the Sublime Porte emphasizing the danger of relying on British lines 
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and raising the specter of intentional delays of Ottoman messages or sabotage 
of the line. He believed that it was of the greatest urgency that alternatives to the 
British lines be studied. 57 This strong sense of urgency from the Ottoman special 
commissioner to Egypt requires further investigation, especially when we take 
into consideration British protestation over what appeared to be unannounced 
Ottoman naval maneuvers off the coast of Egyptian Sudan during the same pe¬ 
riod. The Ottoman government claimed that the navy’s presence was simply for 
the purpose of repairing the submarine telegraph line, although it happened to 
coincide with the handing over of Massawa to Italy by the British, despite Is¬ 
tanbul’s vehement protestations. Muhtar Pasha also reported disagreements be¬ 
tween Ottomans and Egyptians over the use of the telegraph line. Furthermore, 
he reminded the Porte that the Ottoman-French joint telegraph venture, which 
had been proposed more than three years earlier, was still awaiting approval or 
rejection. His frustration was thinly masked when he hinted at “some” in the 
government who seemed to delay or avoid making such decisions. 58 

Muhtar Pasha’s push to reconsider the now updated French proposal led 
the Sublime Porte to assign Emile Pasha, the former director of the Damascus 
telegraph office, as head of a commission to investigate the benefits of the pro¬ 
posal, which called for a submarine cable that would be strung from Marseilles 
to Jaffa and from there an overland line to ‘Aqaba. The Societe Industrielle de 
Paris would financially sponsor the portion of the line over Ottoman land, and 
after its completion it would be under the control the Ottoman Ministry of 
Telegraph and Post. An underwater line would continue to Bab al-Mandab and 
from there to Madagascar. Emile Pasha suggested that the revenue generated 
from the proposed line could be spent on independent lines connecting the Hi- 
jaz, Tripoli, and Yemen with Istanbul. 59 In early 1899, the Ottoman government 
announced a clear rejection of the updated proposal, stating that a decision 
had already been made to build an entirely independent overland route to the 
Hijaz, which would make a second line unnecessary. 60 However it is no coinci¬ 
dence that 1899 was the year of the Fashoda Crisis and the subsequent Tondon 
Declaration. The relationship between events such as these in Africa and Ara¬ 
bia offers a new explanation of the logic behind Istanbul’s foreign strategies and 
their ultimate impact on domestic policy. 

Conclusion 

The French telegraph proposal is just one example of the decline in Ottoman 
relations with the Great Powers from a high point in the early 1880s to a low 
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point in the mid-i890S. As early as 1888, the European powers had systemati¬ 
cally excluded (and eventually isolated) the Ottoman Empire from European 
negotiations over the division of the African territories. Even though the Ot¬ 
toman experiment in colonial expansion in central Africa had failed, Istanbul’s 
resolve to assert its independence only grew stronger. The military alliance 
with the Sanusi Order was maintained, although an open declaration of war 
was never made because it could not be made. The Ottoman military was no 
match for the forces of the Great Powers. All that could be done was to provide 
weapons and tactical support to the local resistance. In 1900, following the calls 
of its military and political advisors, Yildiz Palace embarked on a large-scale 
telegraph project in the Libyan Desert and the Hijaz, and its attention shifted to 
its important Arabian frontiers. In Chapters 5 and 6, 1 also shift the focus across 
the Red Sea to the Hijaz, following policy makers and negotiators sent from 
Istanbul, such as Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, as they moved their field of op¬ 
erations from Africa to the deserts of the Hijaz at the turn of the twentieth cen¬ 
tury. Even though the Great Powers robbed Istanbul of its dream to rejoin the 
ranks of the great empires of the time, it would take another fifteen years and 
a world war before the Ottoman Empire fell to European colonialism. It is im¬ 
portant to remember that the empire did not survive simply because the Great 
Powers desired to maintain a balance of power. As the following two chapters 
demonstrate, Istanbul’s strategies for maintaining its independence and agency 
in resisting European hegemony deserve much more academic attention than 
they have garnered up to now. 


TRANSIMPERIAL STRATEGIES 
FOR AN INTERCONTINENTAL 


EMPIRE 

While the camel caretakers were sitting around the fire and talking, one of 
their stories caught my attention: A person from Jalu walked by himself to 
Kufra; which was also our destination. This journey is a distance of at least 150 
hours on foot. 150 hours walking in an ocean of sand by himself! We could not 
even fathom such a march of fools. 

What wonder! [ Subhanallah /] In Europe, a man travels with money in his 
wallet, a pre-planned route, regular breaks in his travels during the day, and 
nights spent in hotels, inns, villages, or houses. He gets to eat and drink all that 
he desires and to enjoy his time in restaurants that he happens upon along the 
way. His travels from so-and-so-city to so-and-so-city become the concern of 
the press, and journalists follow him, and send telegrams whenever he departs 
or arrives at a place. Millions get to learn the travelers name and he gains 
admiration and fame. Meanwhile, here we are, three days since we left Jalu 
[and we are still nameless], and despite all my efforts to learn the name of this 
wretched soul [from Jalu] ... I am not able to attain that information.. .. For 
the Bedouins, all of this [travel] is just business as usual. 

Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, 
on the road from Jalu to Kufra, Saturday, October 26,1895 


SADIK PASHA, who was assigned to lead the construction of the Hijaz tele¬ 
graph line a few years after his journey to the Sahara, observed the difference 
between European-style travel and his, praising the Bedouin travelers for their 
“strength and steadfastness.” He lamented the anonymity of the everyday he¬ 
roic feats of travelers like him who did without the comforts afforded European 
travelers and adventurers and had no reporters along to tell the world of their 
journey. But this anonymity, which he experienced in the Sahara, would be all 
but lost during his mission to the Hijazi Desert. With the Hijaz telegraph lines 
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connecting one of the most remote corners of the empire to Istanbul, Azmzade 
was able to report on his progress almost in real time, much as European trav¬ 
elers could advertise their adventures in London, Berlin, or Paris. Moreover, 
he, too, would be celebrated as a pioneer and adventurer through triumphant 
telegrams to Istanbul via telegraph lines newly built with the help of Bedouins, 
whose service he relied on. These reports, often published in popular newspa¬ 
pers, at times also served as advertisements for successful government efforts 
in far-off places. 

This chapter turns the spotlight on the Arabian frontiers-cum-borderlands 
by focusing on the Damascus-Mecca telegraph line extension project, the con¬ 
struction of which Azmzade was assigned to lead. I chose it as a case study of 
Istanbul’s shift toward policy making that prioritized the consolidation of its 
hold on its increasingly vulnerable frontiers. This “line in the sand” was meant 
to tie Istanbul, figuratively and literally, to the government nerve center of the 
province of Hijaz, and to Mecca, the spiritual heart of the Muslim world. I 
argue that the Ottomans’ fifteen-year participation in and ultimate exclusion 
from the scramble for Africa informed their strategic policies along the Ara¬ 
bian frontier. 

The extension of the Hijaz telegraph line paved the way for the more com¬ 
plicated and expensive construction of the Hijaz Railway between 1902 and 
1908. Despite the many attendant technological, financial, and security chal¬ 
lenges of the construction of the railroad, the telegraph line was in many ways 
even more challenging to complete. As the first stage of a project of unprece¬ 
dented scale in the Ottoman Empire, through trials and many errors, the exten¬ 
sion broke ground for the railway, giving the Ottoman government firsthand 
experience with the difficulties of dealing with the Hijazi Desert and local poli¬ 
tics. According to William Ochsenwald, an authority on the Hamidian Hijaz 
Railway, “The telegraph served as a test of efficacy of the plans for the railroad.” 1 

I provide here a detailed account and analysis of the telegraph extension 
project—the considerations evaluated, the interests at stake, and the ultimate 
decisions made. By mostly following correspondence containing the solicited 
and unsolicited opinions of imperial, provincial, and local power brokers, I ex¬ 
plicate policy deliberations in late nineteenth-century Ottoman government 
and explain how the decisions made pointed to Istanbul’s changing strategic 
priorities in securing its sovereignty in light of its failures in Africa. This close 
examination of the complexity of decision making includes a reassessment 
of the dominant image of the Hamidian state as an autocracy that revolved 
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around Abdiilhamid Us whims and personal inclinations. To borrow historian 
Halil inalciks words in questioning accepted knowledge about the decision¬ 
making process in the Ottoman government: “How absolute the power of the 
sultan really was?” 2 

A Brief History of the Ottoman Hijaz and Telegraphy 
The province of Hijaz, Hicaz Vilayeti, 3 had a colorful history that spanned 
continents. Immediately after its conquest by the Ottomans in 1517, it became 
part of the larger province of Ethiopia, Habe§ Eyaleti. 4 In the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, the capital of Ethiopia was Massawa and then Suakin 
on the western shore of the Red Sea. It was later moved to Jeddah on the east¬ 
ern shore; 5 however, during this time the Hijaz region in general and Mecca 
and Medina in particular were only nominally under Ottoman control. The 
effective ruler in the Hijaz was the local amir of Mecca (also referred to as 
the sharif of Mecca or, as British diplomats referred to him, the grand sharif), 
who traditionally hailed from one of two powerful Meccan families, ‘Awn 
and Zaid. 6 

The first period of Ottoman rule lasted until the invasion of the Wahhabis 
from Najd in 1806, which prompted Sultan Mahmud II, in 1812, to request the 
help of Mehmed Ali Pasha in reasserting his authority. 7 Khedival rule over the 
Hijaz lasted until 1840, when the second period of Ottoman direct rule began, 
coinciding with the second period of its direct rule in Ottoman Libya, as dis¬ 
cussed in Chapter 1. The office of amir of Mecca was gradually incorporated 
into the Ottoman administrative structure starting in 1850s. With the imple¬ 
mentation of the centralizing Tanzimat, the amir had to be an Ottoman vizier 
and as such was given the imperial honorary title of pasha. 8 Additionally, he 
had to prove his loyalty to the sultan and gain political and administrative ex¬ 
perience by serving in the imperial government in Istanbul, often as a member 
of the §ura-yi Devlet (Council of State), the highest advisory and legislative 
entity in the post-Tanzimat empire. 9 

During the Hamidian period, the Ottoman state attempted more direct 
control over the Hijaz. However, even then many of the privileges that Me¬ 
dina and Mecca traditionally enjoyed, such as exemption from taxes and army 
conscription, remained until the end of Ottoman rule. 10 In fact, Istanbul con¬ 
tinued sending subsidies to the two holy cities and surrounding regions, which 
had no known natural resources at the time, to ensure good relations with the 
local Bedouin population, particularly during the busy hajj caravan season. 
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However, because the amir of Mecca was allowed to tax the local population on 
his own, the efforts of the provincial and imperial administrations were often 
thwarted. 11 Istanbul’s lack of control over the local distribution of subsidies and 
taxation had a large impact on the effectiveness of the Ottoman strategy in the 
Hijaz at the turn of the twentieth century. 

Unlike the Hijaz telegraph project, the Hijaz Railway project has for de¬ 
cades been the object of much academic attention. For this reason I under¬ 
take a representative, but by no means comprehensive, summary of published 
studies on it. In English Ochsenwald’s research remains authoritative. His work 
on the railway’s social, economic, and political impact illustrates the Hamid- 
ian regime’s mobilization of the full resources of the state to extend its control 
to an important frontier of the empire. Other historians have focused on the 
railway’s political, social, and military aspects and the government’s use of it 
as a tool of pan-Islamic propaganda. 12 In Turkish there are several thoroughly 
researched studies relying mostly on Ottoman archival material. Ufuk Giilsoy 
bases his research on previously unavailable material that provides new details 
about the individuals involved in the planning of the railway as well as about 
post-Hamidian efforts to extend it to Mecca and Jeddah. 13 Since Giilsoy’s work 
in the 1990s, other historians have taken this research to a much finer level 
of detail, incorporating increasingly abundant records from the Ottoman Ar¬ 
chives. 14 Several studies in Arabic have made use of archives from former Otto¬ 
man provinces of the Arab lands for a local perspective on this trans-imperial 
project. 15 My research has greatly benefited from all these works and the de¬ 
tailed research and data they contain. 

Analytically, I take a similar approach to Ochsenwald’s on the planning 
and construction phase of the railway; I also emphasize the heated discussions 
between competing schools of thought in the Ottoman government to better 
understand imperial policies and intraimperial politics during this time. By fol¬ 
lowing these discussions, I construct a nuanced picture of important strategic 
and operational decisions in Istanbul. Additionally, I view the Hijaz telegraph 
line and railway as a trans-imperial project that was part of the foreign policy 
revamping that had started more than fifteen years earlier in Berlin. In this way, 
I transcend the limitations too often imposed on the study of empire by adopt¬ 
ing the perspective of contemporary nation-state politics and geography. 16 

Even though the first Hijaz telegraph line was not constructed until 1882, 
the Ottoman government was introduced to telegraphy as far back as 1839, 
when Samuel Morse’s agent in the Ottoman Empire and Persia visited Istanbul 
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to promote the new technology but was turned away. In 1847 Morse sent two 
specially designed instruments to Istanbul with the president of the American 
Scientific Association, John Laurence Smith, who was heading to Istanbul to 
consult on the empire’s mining operations. Smith set up a demonstration at the 
Beylerbeyi on the Asian shores of the Bosphorus, the favorite summer home 
of the royal family, 17 that impressed twenty-six-year-old Sultan Abdiilmecid. 
However, like other world leaders who were approached by Morse at the time, 
Abdiilmecid was hesitant to invest, although he did award Morse the Order 
of Pride (Ni§an-i iftihar)—reportedly the only Ottoman decoration ever be¬ 
stowed on an American citizen. 18 

Ultimately, it took a war to prove the usefulness of telegraphy to the Otto¬ 
man government. In 1855 the first telegraph line was built and operated by the 
British army during the Crimean War. It extended from Varna to Balaklava in 
the Crimean Peninsula via Istanbul. 19 At roughly the same time, the first Egyp¬ 
tian line between Alexandria and Cairo went into service. 20 A decade later, after 
purchasing the Varna-Balaklava line from the British, the empire became the 
third signatory to the International Telegraph Convention of 1865. This was the 
first step toward connecting all Ottoman territories through telegraphy. 21 

By 1877 a vast network of telegraph lines stretched over seventeen thou¬ 
sand miles of the empire. 22 It was constructed by foreign contractors, and ei¬ 
ther remained under their supervision or was operated jointly by Ottoman and 
foreign governments. Such was the case in i860, when London and Istanbul 
collaborated on a project to construct a line across Anatolia and southern Iraq 
to Fao (al-Faw). Fao, which sat on an inlet of the Persian Gulf, was the south¬ 
ernmost town in the province of Basra at the border with the Persian Empire. 
Passing through Ottoman territories, the network had been initiated by Lon¬ 
don to create the first line of communication with the Indian subcontinent. The 
Ottoman Empire had use of the line to connect Istanbul with towns and cities 
in Anatolia and Iraq. 

Even though the British and Ottoman governments were in agreement over 
the mutual benefits of this project, and although the topographic and economic 
conditions seemed favorable, the trans-Anatolian line proved unreliable. The 
reason was that its planners had largely underestimated the importance of ob¬ 
taining the buy-in of local tribes. Tribesmen in Basra were frequently engaged 
in an open conflict with the Ottoman provincial government, and the telegraph 
lines were often the first targets of retaliation against government raids. In the 
1870s, the line proved so unreliable that the British government was forced to 
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build an alternative overland line from the Persian Gulf via Persia to connect to 
the Russian telegraph network. 23 

However, by the late nineteenth century, when the Ottoman government 
was considering the best route for the first Hijaz line, it did not limit its options 
to terra hrma. In fact, submarine telegraphic experiments had been carried out 
successfully as early as 1840, and by the second half of the century, such lines 
were relatively common. 24 The most famous of these was the transatlantic line, 
which was completed in August of 1858 but failed soon thereafter. The cable was 
redesigned and successfully relaid in 1865. 25 

Several options were available to the Ottoman government, including sub¬ 
marine, underground, and overland, as well as various combinations of these. 
The choices available, in addition to the logistical, technical, and geopolitical 
considerations involved, made deciding on the right option very difficult. Once 
European colonial threats and Ottoman colonial ambitions are added to the list 
of considerations, it becomes easy to understand how even the simplest of deci¬ 
sions on the southern frontiers had potentially complicated and far-reaching 
implications, which were felt most strongly in Istanbul. To understand the 
decision-making process and its shifts based on imperial strategic priorities, 
the story of the Damascus-Hijaz line cannot begin in 1900, when actual work 
on the project commenced. Instead, we have to reach back twenty years, to 
1880, when the first Hijaz telegraph line was being debated. 

The First Hijaz Telegraph Line 

One of the first proposals considered by the Ottoman government to connect 
the Hijaz to Istanbul was presented by the British Eastern Telegraph Company, 
in 1880. 26 This was a plan to construct a submarine line connecting Jeddah 
across the Red Sea with Suakin, an important port city on the coast of Egyp¬ 
tian Sudan and a former Ottoman provincial capital of the ancient province 
of Ethiopia. From Jeddah the line would extend inland to Medina and Mecca 
and south to the province of Yemen and from there to British Aden and on to 
the Indian subcontinent. 27 The proposal attracted much heated discussion in 
government circles, with the majority of opinions decidedly against it. A closer 
look at the negative opinions reveals the concerns that ultimately weighed most 
heavily in the governments decision making in 1880. 28 

A report from the Council of Telegraph and Post (Meclis-i Telgraf ve 
Posta) 29 summarized the main challenges facing the proposed project. A pri¬ 
mary concern was the technical difficulty of a submarine line given a history of 
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failed attempts to conquer the rugged terrain of the Red Sea floor. 30 However, 
the 1860s saw several technological advancements in submarine cable rein¬ 
forcement and insulation. Moreover, two major projects had been successfully 
completed: the Persian Gulf line in 1864 and the second transatlantic line in 
1865, 31 and by 1870 the Eastern Telegraph Company had successfully laid sub¬ 
marine cables connecting London to Lisbon and Lisbon to Gibraltar, Malta, 
and Alexandria, continuing overland to Suez, through the Red Sea to Aden, 
and on to Bombay. 32 

A factor that weighed even more heavily on Ottoman officials was the lack 
of domestic expertise with submarine lines, which meant relying on British 
contractors for construction and maintenance of this critical tool of communi¬ 
cation, essentially leaving it at the mercy of a foreign entity. 33 A related concern 
was the high cost of such a large undertaking, which would not only further 
burden an already bankrupt treasury 34 but also line the pockets of British con¬ 
tractors instead of those of local contractors. There was no choice but to hire 
British contractors, however, who had a virtual monopoly on the laying of sub¬ 
marine telegraph cables at the time. 35 

Another concern about foreign partnerships was the probable necessity 
of having to conduct telegraphic communication in what the Council of State 
referred to as “foreign tongues” (elsine ecnebiye) as opposed to Turkish and 
Arabic because the lines would be shared with the British imperial govern¬ 
ment. 36 The Morse code for the English alphabet was different from that for the 
Ottoman-Turkish alphabet, as were the extensive language-specific abbrevia¬ 
tions that were regularly used. 37 What made this more than a simple matter of 
practicality was Ottoman insistence on the use of the empire’s languages as a 
signifier of imperial pride and sovereignty. 

Technical and foreign partnership concerns were dwarfed by worries about 
the Bedouins in the Hijaz and the fear that local authorities could not guaran¬ 
tee the safety of the telegraph lines passing through their territories. To drive 
the point home, the Council of State, which was debating the issue in 1880, 
brought up the trans-Anatolian line running through Bedouin territories in 
Iraq, which, despite the best efforts of the Ottomans and the British, were regu¬ 
larly attacked. 38 

Thus it is clear that Ottoman officials’ concerns were of two main types: 
an expressed aversion to foreign dependence with an emphasis on maintain¬ 
ing Ottoman sovereignty, and domestic security threats to telegraph line. To 
deal with these concerns, the special Council of Telegraph and Post proposed 
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awarding a contract to the Eastern Telegraph Company to build a submarine 
line for the exclusive use of the Ottoman Empire, which would have complete 
control of its operation and so could mandate use of the Ottoman-Turkish al¬ 
phabet and abbreviations for transmissions. As for the route that the line would 
take, the council recommended connecting Jeddah to Suez and using a second 
cable to connect Suez to Yanbu c , a coastal town on the Hijaz Red Sea coast 
approximately 300 kilometers north of Jeddah. A submarine intra-Arabia con¬ 
nector that would run along the Hijaz coast south to Yemen was also suggested. 
The council’s reasoning was that such a project would ultimately be a more 
useful and secure investment than the joint venture with the British govern¬ 
ment proposed by the Eastern Telegraph Company. 39 The council’s objective 
was a compromise in which contracting a British company would be necessary 
but without sharing a line with the British in order to preserve Ottoman con¬ 
trol over its operation. Additionally, the recommended line would minimize 
overland connections because the port cities along the Arabian coast would be 
connected underwater. 

The Ottoman government did not question the decision not to use overland 
connections, accepting that Bedouin tribes in the Hijaz were more of a danger 
to the success of the project than foreign contractors. Nevertheless, it did re¬ 
fuse to accept the council’s recommendations without requiring specific route 
modifications. Thus, on April 2, 1882, the Ministry of Telegraph and Post an¬ 
nounced its decision to build a submarine line connecting Jeddah in the Hijaz 
to Suakin—effectively the original British proposal. The basis of this decision 
was not made explicit, but letters from the Hijazi government to the Ministry 
of Interior offer some clues. 

In Council of State archival files, there are letters advising against the un¬ 
derwater Suez route recommended by the Council of Telegraph and Post. 40 
These were from the governor-general of the Hijaz, Marshal Osman Nuri 
Pasha, who was a close advisor to Sultan Abdiilhamid II, and from c Abd al- 
Mutalib Pasha, the newly appointed amir of Mecca. Because c Abd al-Mutalib 
Pasha had recently replaced Amir Hussein Pasha, who had been accused of 
conducting unauthorized negotiations with the British government, his advice 
against tying the Hijaz to British-controlled Suez is easy to understand. How¬ 
ever, other geopolitical factors were also at play. By the beginning of 1882, the 
'Urabi Revolt was in full swing in Egypt, and Britain’s intention to invade the 
country in order to protect the Suez Canal was known to the Ottoman gov¬ 
ernment. For these reasons, a long-distance line to the Suez, which was the 
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declared focus of British imperial interests, was too risky. 41 In his 1882 memoirs, 
Sultan Abdiilhamid II wrote that Britain was on course to take full control of 
the Suez Canal and would eventually push even France’s interests to the side. 42 

Suakin, a port town on the Red Sea lying directly across from Jeddah and 
still under Ottoman sovereignty, provided a viable alternative to the Suez as the 
final destination for the telegraph line. It was already connected overland to 
the Egyptian telegraph network, which had been expanded in the 1860s under 
Khedive Ismail Pasha (r. 1863-1879). 43 The Egyptian line connected Suakin in¬ 
land to Berber on the Nile and followed the Nile north toward Lower Egypt to 
Cairo. In 1872 it was run to Alexandria and Istanbul, affording the Ottomans an 
alternative to reliance on a European line. 44 Also, the submarine section of the 
line would require insulation to protect against the harsh undersea elements, 
making it the most expensive component of the Jeddah-Suez connection. Thus 
choosing the shorter Jeddah-Suakin submarine connection meant consider¬ 
able savings. 45 

It is safe to conclude that in the early 1880s concerns about threats to do¬ 
mestic security in the form of Bedouin attacks ultimately weighed more heav¬ 
ily than concerns about dependency on foreign expertise. Yet it would become 
painfully evident that the decision to rely on the Egyptian network would 
come to haunt the Ottoman government. Soon after the line was completed, 
complaints from the Ministry of Telegraph and Post were raised, mostly stem¬ 
ming from the lack of control over the operation and maintenance of the bulk 
of line. 

Initially the problem was Egyptian mismanagement of the line between 
Suakin and Cairo, which caused regular service interruptions. Also, dispatch 
priority was given to Egyptian and British telegrams, creating noticeable delays 
for Ottoman messages. 46 Delays were common during this period because of 
the mechanics of long-distance transmissions. Messages were often sent along 
a network of intermediate transition points, and at each point they had to be 
retranscribed and retransmitted. Such bottlenecks in the chain of transmission 
caused not only delays but sometimes even loss of a message along the way. 47 

The unreliability of Egyptian telegraph services threatened to cause an in¬ 
traimperial altercation between Cairo and Istanbul. Ottoman authorities sent 
an official complaint to the khedive, asking for his intervention in the matter. 
A quick telegraphic reply stated that Cairo would communicate to Suakin au¬ 
thorities that special care must be taken in handling Ottoman dispatches. Istan¬ 
bul also instituted a special procedure for official telegrams sent from Jeddah 
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to Istanbul in which messages were to be copied by the telegraph office and 
bundled copies be sent on a monthly basis by mail to make sure that no official 
correspondence was lost. 48 

It is not clear whether the khedival government actually took any measures 
to alleviate the problem of delayed and missing messages, but there is evidence 
that the problem was not solved. Thus, in late 1883 the Ottoman government 
decided to take matters into its own hands, dispatching the head of telegraph 
operations in Damascus, Emile Bey, and some of his staff to Cairo to ensure 
that its telegraphic interests were being protected. These reassignments were 
supposed to be temporary, but they lasted for months and even years. 49 Istanbul 
would soon recognize that an alternative solution would have to be found for 
its ongoing telegraphic woes. 

In addition to technical and bureaucratic difficulties, military and political 
conflicts in Egyptian Sudan and along the Red Sea coast were further compli¬ 
cating the situation; Mahdist forces were attempting to take over the rest of 
the Sudan while the Italians were vying for Massawa. After their occupation of 
Egypt in 1882, the British pressed the khedive to give up direct control of Mas¬ 
sawa and Suakin, two important Red Sea port cities that were in the crosshairs 
of the Mahdist state as well as those of Britain and Italy. By 1885 the Italians had 
taken Massawa, but did not officially declare their annexation of the city in or¬ 
der to avoid an unnecessary public confrontation with Istanbul. Mahdist forces 
took control of Egyptian Sudan with the exception of Suakin, which remained 
under British control. 

Such maneuverings rendered the overland telegraph line on which the 
Ottoman government relied virtually unusable and necessitated diversion of 
telegraph traffic coming from the Hijaz to the British Suakin-Suez submarine 
line, 50 which had been laid after the British invasion of Egypt in 1882. 51 The deli¬ 
cate balance of diplomacy and realpolitik would continue to play havoc with 
Ottoman-British relations as the decade came to a close, but not before more 
immediate technical issues affected telegraph operations, highlighting the reli¬ 
ance of the Ottoman government on foreign technical expertise. 

In March of 1884, the Ministry of Telegraph and Post drew up preliminary 
budget and routing plans for a new connection to the Hijaz that would bypass 
all foreign networks. The plan at that early stage called for connecting Muzey- 
rib 52 in Dar'a, where the Syrian line ended, to Medina and Mecca via ‘Aqaba. 53 
Even though the Ottoman government did not announce its intention to build 
this alternative route until the 1890s, documents from 1884 indicate that the 


TRANSIMPERIAL STRATEGIES 


109 


new route would be completely independent from foreign-controlled networks. 
The pressure on Istanbul to find an alternative to the Hijaz line increased as de¬ 
mand for the telegraph rose, creating more stress on the existing network. 

After 1885 the pressure on Istanbul to improve its telegraph network and 
expand it further into remote areas of the Arab provinces grew. For example, 
in 1886 officials of the province of Syria and the sancak of Zor—a district of the 
province of Syria close to the present-day Iraq border with Deir al-Zor as its 
main town—wrote to the Ministry of Telegraph and Post requesting the con¬ 
struction of a line between Deir al-Zor and Damascus. They argued that quick 
communication between the provincial capital and remote Zor was necessary 
for the effective control of the “wild tribes” in the Syrian Desert. 54 In the same 
year, the army sent a request to the ministry for a line connecting Damascus 
to Masmiyya, a settlement in the middle of a large swath of the desert approxi¬ 
mately 55 kilometers south of Damascus. Even though, at the time of the re¬ 
quest, the army was still relying on horseback messengers, 55 it took almost a 
year of discussion and a full cost analysis for the Damascus-Masmiyya project 
to be approved by the Council of Ministers (Meclis-i Viikela). 56 

By the beginning of 1889, the need for an alternative to the Hijaz-Suakin 
line had become even more pressing. Messages from Hijaz now were either car¬ 
ried on horseback to Muzeyrib to be sent via the Damascus or Beirut telegraph 
lines, or sent by slow, but more reliable, post. 57 The diverted Hijazi telegraphic 
traffic, coupled with the increased use of the telegraph generally, caused notice¬ 
able strains on the network further north. To mitigate these strains, line re¬ 
pairs, new line construction, and staff increases were approved for Diyarbakir, 
Aleppo, and Damascus. 58 

Problems were also brewing under the sea, for in addition to regular wear 
and tear on the submarine cables necessitating repairs by foreign contractors, 59 
the water entry points for telegraph lines on the Red Sea coasts were becoming 
highly problematic. On both sides of the sea, the lines had been laid too close 
to the harbor and at shallow depths, increasing the risk of damage or complete 
severance by docking ships, particularly during stormy weather. That was ex¬ 
actly what happened in 1897, when the Elektra, a ship owned by the Lloyd Aus¬ 
tria Company, 60 damaged the submarine line while docking in Suakin harbor. 
The Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Telegraph and Post sued Lloyd for 
damages and repair costs, but later dropped their suit on the advice of Otto¬ 
man international law experts. 61 Besides the risk of severed cable, there was the 
constant worry over reliance on British firms for maintenance of the aging line, 



FIGURE 8. Telegraph lines in the Ottoman Empire as of 1889 (BOA, HRT-H-366/1). 
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prompting the ministry to complain about the poor quality of the cables used 
for the “only method” by which to reach the Hijaz (Figure 8). 62 

The pressure on the financial, technical, and military resources of the gov¬ 
ernment and the importance of connecting the Hijaz with Istanbul were very 
high, and it was in this context that an independently funded, built, and run 
telegraph line was being debated. Foreign proposals that offered financial and 
technical relief, even though they meant the involvement of European imperial 
competitors, must have been very tempting. 

Reading the Fine Print 

In September 1888, John Pender, the chairman of the Eastern Telegraph Com¬ 
pany, hand-delivered a proposal to the Minister of Telegraph and Post in Is¬ 
tanbul which outlined the details of what looked like a financially favorable 
deal for the Ottoman state. Pender proposed a submarine telegraph connection 
between Jeddah and Hudeidah that would connect the province of Yemen with 
the rest of the empires network, with two-thirds of the cost of construction to 
be covered by the Eastern Telegraph Company. 63 

Despite the favorable financial terms and the strategic benefits of tying the 
empire’s internationally sensitive southern frontier to the capital through a se¬ 
cure submarine line, Yildiz Palace took less than a month to reply with a firm 
rejection, in the process closing the door on any future bids from British firms. 64 
The rejection letter stated that the Ottoman government would continue with 
plans for an “envisioned” overland connection for which it had already ordered 
a scientific and technical assessment, adding that it would contact the Eastern 
Telegraph Company if its services were to be required in the future. A subse¬ 
quent letter to Pender himself from the special Council for Telegraph and Post 
was more explicit; it stated that the sultan himself was entirely committed to an 
overland line and therefore Pender’s services would not be needed. 65 This rejec¬ 
tion of the head of the largest telegraph company in the world, controlling the 
vast majority of long distance telegraph lines, was decisive. The question is why 
the Ottoman government replied in such a way to a company it had contracted 
with less than a decade earlier. 

Pender’s proposal must have seemed financially attractive initially, and with 
the security problems associated with an overland line passing through the Hi- 
jazi Desert there must have been a great deal of pressure to use a submarine 
line instead. However, the proposal contained an important stipulation that 
made the offer impossible to accept; Pender wanted a concession to operate 
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the Istanbul-Fao line, which connected London with British-controlled Kara¬ 
chi and ran through the heart of Anatolia and lower Iraq. An independence¬ 
conscious Istanbul, intimately familiar with the novel rules of new imperialism 
as a participant in the scramble for Africa, found such an offer a threat to its 
sovereignty for two reasons. 

Giving a British company the rights to a line that ran through the middle 
of Anatolia and represented one of Istanbul’s main arteries of communication 
with its eastern provinces gave rise to fears of repeating the experience of de¬ 
layed and lost messages on the British-controlled Egyptian telegraph network 
if the trans-Anatolia line were to also fall under British control. Also, there was 
the danger of allowing a foreign entity to have rights over physical infrastruc¬ 
ture on Ottoman soil. In the General Act of Berlin of 1885, a very relevant stip¬ 
ulation in Article 35 introduced certain conditions necessary for a European 
government to claim rights over land in Africa (see Chapter 2). A telegraph 
line was often the most effective and cheapest form of making such a claim, al¬ 
lowing colonial powers to literally plant their stakes in the ground. According 
to Claudio Canaparo, the telegraph is a “highly efficient” way for an imperial 
state to convert a “terrain” into a colonial “territory.” It was especially effective 
in expanding a state’s frontiers and annexing further terrain by marking it with 
state-sponsoredinfrastructure. 66 

Even if the growing “Armenian question” is taken into consideration, Ana¬ 
tolia was not in immediate danger of colonization, nor was it a frontier like the 
Arabian Desert and the Sahara. 67 Nevertheless, the logic of colonial possession 
in the age of high imperialism still held, particularly at a time when the Otto¬ 
man Empire was increasingly becoming the soft target of European colonial 
interests, and so independence from foreign control over imperial projects was 
taking on new meaning as a nonnegotiable requirement. In addition, the con¬ 
nection between telegraph technology and British imperialism had by then 
become a clear and well-established one, which the Ottoman Empire was ada¬ 
mantly determined to avoid. 68 John Pender and his monopolistic hold over the 
submarine telegraph industry is a case in point. 

John Pender was a Manchester cotton magnate who had served in the Brit¬ 
ish Parliament and went into the business of laying submarine telegraph cables 
at a time when most investors shied away from it. His early risk paid off, giv¬ 
ing him an advantage over other telegraph entrepreneurs. He made a name for 
himself by laying cables connecting Great Britain with the Mediterranean in 
the 1870s, when most companies stayed away from submarine lines because 


TRANSIMPERIAL STRATEGIES 


113 


of the disastrous Red Sea failure in 1858. After 1893 the British government be¬ 
gan subsidizing cable construction in return for control of both the cable and 
the rates for official telegrams. Pender took advantage of such subsidies and 
also enjoyed British naval support in surveying ocean floors and British diplo¬ 
macy in pressuring foreign governments to award him cable landing rights. 69 
Pender’s telegraph companies, as private outfits, were favorably positioned to 
get around the regulations of foreign governments that viewed British compa¬ 
nies as suspect. Even when competing imperial powers refused to hire British 
contractors, Pender was able to set up shell companies that seemed to be non- 
British owned, but which archival records show were in fact tied to him. 70 

Collaboration between British telegraph companies and imperial govern¬ 
ments reached its apex immediately after 1885. While the major European pow¬ 
ers were agreeing on ways to divide up Africa, communication technology was 
taking on a different dimension. As mentioned earlier, the rules of “effective 
occupation” for vast areas that could not be directly colonized with boots on 
the ground called for some form of infrastructure that would tie the colony to 
the metropole. Telegraph lines were one of the most practical and cost-effective 
ways to achieve this goal, a fact that both the Ottoman Empire and the Great 
Powers realized. Overland telegraph lines had the added benefit of acting as 
the visible presence of an often distant and hard to imagine colonial authority. 

Mirroring its efforts in Africa, the British government attempted to incor¬ 
porate both Persia and the Ottoman Empire into its “informal electronic em¬ 
pire.” Through a series of agreements between 1868 and 1892, it succeeded with 
Persia, effectively controlling the Persian national telegraph system. However, 
despite its best efforts, it was not successful in doing the same with Ottoman 
system. British companies could only provide technical support to the Indo- 
European network and the Ottoman Telegraph Agency to ensure continued 
operation of this network, which connected Britain to India, in this way ap¬ 
peasing the Ottoman government and maintaining an “informal empire.” 71 

Conclusion 

By early 1882, British imperial ambitions in Egypt and the Red Sea had come 
to light. The Ottoman government found it wise and cost effective to lay a line 
connecting Jeddah with Suakin on the Egyptian-Sudanese Red Sea coast and 
linking to Berber and then to Cairo overland. However, although this route of¬ 
fered an alternative to complete dependence on the British-controlled subma¬ 
rine network, Istanbul could not have predicted how fast geopolitical reality in 



FIGURE 9. Submarine telegraph lines in the Ottoman Empire as of 1923 (BOA, HRT-H-135/1). 
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the Sudan and along the Red Sea coast would change in the following decade. 
By 1885, imperial competition in the Red Sea, the Mahdist state’s success in 
expanding east toward the Red Sea coast, and the ineffective relay of messages 
in the Egyptian telegraph network made the Jeddah-Suakin line highly unreli¬ 
able. There are numerous examples of money spent to patch and repair the 
Ottoman line in the Red Sea when what was needed was a long-term solution. 
Frustration over unreliable service was being channeled away from complaints 
about technology toward anger over Istanbul’s apparent inability to avoid over¬ 
dependence on foreign powers for communication with its southern regions. 
The lines from Istanbul connecting Tripoli via Malta and Jeddah via Egypt 
both passed through British-controlled telegraph lines that depended on Brit¬ 
ish companies for their operation and maintenance. Perhaps Sultan Abdiilha- 
mid II said it best: “We should keep track of the Great Powers’ policies when it 
comes to their offers to construct railways ... as we might end up making a big 
mistake and falling in harms way if we [give] a contract to the wrong party.” 72 

Thus, the Ottoman government benefited from lessons learned during the 
preceding fifteen years in two ways. First, its severely strained relations with 
Britain and France in Africa led it to reject both French and British offers to 
build the telegraph line extension, despite seemingly favorable operational and 
financial terms. Second, as the following chapter demonstrates in more detail, 
the successful partnership with Bedouins on the Saharan frontiers between 1885 
and 1900 dampened the Hamidian regime’s hesitation to partner with some of 
the Bedouin tribes on the Arabian frontiers in 1900-1902, in this way avoiding 
reliance on European powers. 



6 THE LOCAL MEETS THE GLOBAL 
ON AN IMPERIAL FRONTIER 


In order to complete the information I have given so far about the Sanusi 
zawaya, I believe that a discussion about the state of affairs in Arabia would not 
go to waste.... In both Africa and Arabia, [the order] saved [the Bedouins] 
from the lure of Europeans’ ostentatious demonstrations of progress that [were] 
meant to attract and eventually use Muslims, especially the impressionable 
and gullible ones amongst them.... Europeans who have political designs on 
the region, have kept their eye on the order’s zawaya in Africa, where many of 
the African Muslims stay when they pass through the vast territory which falls 
under the guidance of the sheikh, on their way to the Elijaz. 

Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, Kufra, Wednesday, November 6,1895 


AZMZADE’S FOCUS on European designs in both Africa and Arabia reflect 
the empire’s vigilance and its acknowledgment of the importance of local popu¬ 
lations of the imperial borderlands in the interimperial competition that was 
raging at the time. An anxious Istanbul understood the global ramifications 
of what seemed to be exclusively local issues along the southern frontiers. In 
places like the Hijazi Desert, domestic issues such as the Bedouin question and 
global concerns such as competitive colonialism merged, often in unpredict¬ 
able ways. Events surrounding the Elijaz telegraph line illustrate the complex¬ 
ity of intraimperial politics and contingencies that became disproportionately 
important on the transimperial stage. In the midst of debates over the planning 
and construction of the Elijaz line, Istanbul’s international strategic concerns 
come into stark relief against the individual concerns of the multilayered struc¬ 
ture of the Ottoman government. 

This chapter delves into Ottoman intragovernmental relations that fore¬ 
grounded the main issue along the frontiers, that is, Istanbul’s relationship with 
Bedouins in the context of interimperial competition in Africa and Arabia. 
The back and forth of debates over the telegraph line—tedious as they may 
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appear—outline the interactions between the various levels of the government 
that had a major impact on Istanbul’s strategies along the empire’s frontiers- 
cum-borderlands. Even though Yildiz Palace continued its policy of cultivat¬ 
ing relationships with Bedouin chieftains, the Hijaz would prove to be a much 
more complicated web of powers and individual interests to navigate. 

Many officials were involved in decision making concerning the extension 
of the Hijaz telegraph line, but only a handful had vested interests in its success 
(or failure). First, there was the palace with Sultan Abdiilhamid II, serving as 
the main arbitrator, and the special telegraph council headed by Izzet Pasha al- 
Abid (in Arabic Tzzat Basha al-'Abed), who was a close advisor to the sultan 
and the man responsible for many of the financial schemes behind major in¬ 
frastructure projects at the time. A fascinating character, Izzet Pasha rose from 
katib in his native Damascus to the sultan’s right-hand man, often referred to 
by adversaries and the Istanbul press as Arap Izzet Pasha (Arap was a thinly 
disguised racist term for a person with dark skin). 1 Izzet Pasha was famous for 
his negotiating skills and for the backing of Sultan Abdiilhamid II, which made 
him legendary and later notorious in fin-de-siecle Istanbul. 2 

The Ministry of Telegraph and Post, the Ministry of Interior, and the Otto¬ 
man army were responsible for the day-to-day planning and execution of the 
telegraph project, an already difficult job made even harder by scarce resources 
and complicated intragovernmental squabbling. Finally, and perhaps most 
important, provincial stakeholders proved to be the project’s game changers, 
altering the course of the line, physically and figuratively. Some of them, such 
as the governor-general of the province of Syria, supported it and provided re¬ 
sources in its service. Others, such as the commander and governor-general of 
the province of Hijaz and the amir of Mecca, did their best to derail it. 

All of the players in the second Hijaz telegraph line, in attempting to negoti¬ 
ate their vision into reality, shaped the debates surrounding it. This was a typical 
feature of Ottoman governmental decision making at the end of the nineteenth 
century, and to understand it we have to return one more time to the last five 
fateful years of the century, when the project’s planning and construction ex¬ 
posed internal rifts among the various levels of the Ottoman government. 

Debating the Second Hijaz Telegraph Line 
In 1896 the main areas of contention over the telegraph line were tactical, stem¬ 
ming from budgetary limitations and the balancing of security with geopolitics 
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on the sensitive frontiers of the Hijaz. A special council was created to provide 
information about all aspects of the project—budgetary, technical, environ¬ 
mental, and security—to the Council of Ministers. While in private the feasi¬ 
bility of the project was being debated, a public relations campaign had been 
ongoing from the beginning. One of the earliest press releases to appear was 
about a “gift” of wooden poles, including thirteen thousand from “the people 
of Damascus” and five thousand from the “people of c Ajlun.” The Ottoman 
Ministry of Forestry, Mines, and Agriculture had authorized these donations, 
which represented more than two-thirds of the estimated poles required. This 
“gift” was reported in the daily newspaper, Ikdam, which at times acted as the 
mouthpiece for the imperial government’s campaign, emphasizing the united 
support for the telegraph extension and giving special mention to the Bedouin 
tribesmen who helped transport the poles. 3 

For the remainder of the expenses, an itemized budget estimate was sub¬ 
mitted to the Council of Ministers for approval. Documents from this early 
planning stage show Jerusalem, which had been connected to Istanbul in 1865, 4 
as the point from which the telegraph would take an overland route to 'Aqaba, 
'Aynuna, Wajh, Yanbu', and then Medina—all cities lying along the Red Sea 
coast. The original plan also called for a submarine line to connect Yanbu' 
and Jeddah. Although acknowledging that the ultimate decision lay with the 
Council of Ministers, an unnamed military source recommended connecting 
the line with one of the four hajj caravan routes to Mecca that would start in 
Jerusalem and connect with Ma'an-Tabuk-Meda’in Saleh-Hadiyya-Medina 
and end in Mecca. 5 

The Council of Ministers eventually produced a decision paper in 1896 in 
which the telegraph councils recommendations were summarized and several 
crucial budgetary items were added. These items highlighted the substantial 
cost of security personnel to guard against attacks during and after construc¬ 
tion. A portion of the security budget was allocated to the atiye (in Arabic 
c atiyya ), a gift (or bribe depending on one’s point of view) to be given to key 
Bedouin chiefs along the proposed route in order to secure their support for 
the construction and operation of the telegraph line. The rest was to cover the 
cost of permanent installations of armed guards for the protection of the line 
and the telegraph stations. The ministers’ report warned that the wooden poles 
donated by Damascus and 'Ajlun, might not withstand the harsh natural en¬ 
vironment of the desert. Depending on the recommendations of a provincial 
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environmental inspector, it was acknowledged that iron poles might be re¬ 
quired, in which case the cost of construction would double. 

The report turned to another issue of considerable importance. This was 
the vehement opposition of Hijazi authorities to the project. In a letter to the 
grand vizier, the governor-general of the Hijaz, Ahmed Ratib Pasha, wrote that 
he did not recommend the project as proposed because the provincial gov¬ 
ernment could not prevent Bedouin tribesmen from attacking the line. The 
Council of Ministers, citing the alleged impossibility of guaranteeing the safety 
of the telegraph line did not recommend the continuation of the project as it 
stood at that time. 6 

Further investigation into the council’s decision leads to a number of letters 
written by the head of telegraph services in the province of Flijaz, ,‘jefik Pasha, 
to Governor-General Ratib Pasha and a later letter from Ratib Pasha to the Sub¬ 
lime Porte. The first set of correspondence came in response to an official visit 
to Istanbul by Suleiman Pasha, a sheikh al-mashayekh (head of chiefs; in Turkish 
§eyhiilmefayih) from Wajh on the Red Sea coast that was on the initially pro¬ 
posed path of the telegraph line. Reportedly, in an effort to show his support for 
the sultan, Suleiman Pasha had made the long journey to personally guarantee 
protection for the telegraph line that would go through his jurisdiction. Years 
later, the governor-general of Syria, Nazim Pasha, recommended that Istanbul 
honor Suleiman Pasha for “his help in moving a large amount of columns and 
equipment, and for his help in defending the line, and his friendship to the Ot¬ 
toman government.” 7 However, in 1896, Suleiman Pashas goodwill and political 
showmanship were interpreted as violating the provincial chain of command, 
which triggered the ire of $efik Pasha and the loud protestation of Ratib Pasha. 

First, §efik Pasha wrote a long letter to Ratib Pasha in which he outlined 
much of what appeared in the final Council of Ministers’ decision as evidence 
against the telegraph council’s proposal and as an implicit criticism of Sulei¬ 
man Pasha. In addition to recommending the use of iron poles, he provided 
the governor-general with the key argument against the extension, sarcasti¬ 
cally suggesting that even if Suleiman Pasha could protect the line in Wajh, the 
danger of attack in the less inhabited areas would remain. He also suggested 
that the proposed path be completely scrapped ( sarf-i nazar ) and made some 
guesses about a better route: in short, that the Jeddah-Suakin line be replaced 
with a submarine Yanbu c - c Aqaba line with overland connections from Yanbu c 
to Medina, Mecca, and Jeddah. This, he claimed, would minimize the exposure 
of overland lines to Bedouin attacks. 8 
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In turn Ratib Pasha wrote to Istanbul echoing §efik Pasha but embellish¬ 
ing the danger of Bedouins in the region in a dramatic and essentialist ethno¬ 
cultural way: 

Since most of the Bedouins who inhabit the Hijaz have not yet escaped the 
world of savagery and tribalism [ alemi vah$et ve Bedeviyetten kurtulmayip], they 
are ignorant and unaware [ cahil ve gafil] of the benefits of the telegraph or of 
similar means of prosperity and civilization [ mamuriyet ve medeniyet], ... In 
general, the line could not be kept away from the harm they might cause. Un¬ 
derstanding that there are studies underway, we also found and brought experts 
in the form of two chiefs from Wajh and Rabigh to ask their opinion on this 
matter. [They informed us that] in order to avoid the Bedouins’ interruption of 
the government’s work, an appropriate sum of money has been given. However 
the money that would be given to combat the ignorance of the tribes’ members 
[,kabilelerin efradimn cehaletlerine kar$i\ will not provide any guarantees. If the 
extension of the line would continue in the direction of Medina, the logic of 
how the ignorance of the Bedouins’ works will be uncovered to the government 
[hukumetten mestur kalmayacagi], who will start to see its destructive impact. 9 

Finally, declaring that the province could not guarantee the safety of the line, 
Ratib Pasha recommended instead that the main portion of the line be under¬ 
water, away from the desert’s “harsh nature and men”; the only safe overland 
portion would be the route between Mecca, Medina, and Jeddah because it was 
well traveled and Ottoman forces were stationed on it. 10 We see in the following 
section just how wrong Ratib Pasha was, because the most dangerous and ulti¬ 
mately impassable road would prove to be the one between Mecca and Medina. 

Reading the letters of §efik Pasha and Ratib Pasha, it becomes easy to un¬ 
derstand where the Council of Ministers must have gotten their information. 
The advice of an Ottoman governor-general, based on his experience with the 
“locals” in a “distant” land was powerful enough to lead the ministers to reject 
the telegraph council’s proposal. Ratib Pasha spoke for the provincial and local 
powers in the Hijaz, which included the amir of Mecca and others who had an 
interest in blocking the telegraph line to prevent Istanbul’s meddling and to 
protect the status quo. 11 

The Route to Mecca: Weighing External versus Internal Threats 
Despite the ministers’ decision, because of Yildiz Palace’s unwavering backing 
not all was lost for the telegraph project. Four months later, the minister of 
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telegraph and post wrote to the minister of interior, who wrote to governor- 
general of the Hijaz. Their message was that, despite the council of ministers’ 
rejection and the governor-general’s complaints, construction of the line was 
to go ahead, albeit with slight modifications. In his letter to Ratib Pasha, the 
minister of interior outlined the logic behind this decision, which provides us 
with our best indication of Istanbul’s priorities. He wrote that despite the high 
financial cost involved and the governor-general’s valid concerns, the benefits 
of running the line overland outweighed the risks because this was the only 
way the empire could execute the project independently, using local resources 
and expertise, allowing Istanbul to demonstrate its self-reliance to fellow Ot¬ 
tomans and to the world at large. Moreover, this decision would in the long 
run prove financially and politically profitable. The minister wrote that he did 
not want to downplay the risks and cost involved in an overland line, in both 
military resources and total expense, which was estimated at six or seven mil¬ 
lion kuru$, but he assured the governor-general that solutions would be found 
if problems arose. 12 

The letter to Ratib Pasha could not have been timelier. Along with the ever 
present maintenance expenses of the Hijaz-Suakin line, another submarine 
line connecting Cyprus with Latakia had recently failed and an emergency 
budget had just been approved to immediately begin repairs. 13 

The minister of interior’s sentiments were echoed by Hussein Hilmi Pasha, 
who would soon be governor-general of the province of Yemen (r. 1898-1902), 14 
in a well-timed letter complaining about the lack of reliable telegraph connec¬ 
tions to Istanbul. He cited the Jeddah-Suakin line as an example of money that 
would go into the pockets of foreigners if the government chose a submarine 
line. Hilmi Pasha also wrote of the renewed imperial pride that was asserting 
itself on the international stage. He recommended an overland line regardless 
of the dangers and costs because it would keep the empire’s important com¬ 
munication out of the hands of a foreign company. In what would prove to be 
the rallying cry of Yildiz Palace as it campaigned for Ottomans’ support and 
donations from the Muslim world, he concluded that showing the world that 
Ottomans could do it on their own would have “material and spiritual” (maddi 
ve manevi) benefits that outweighed any risks. 15 

Thus, much complicated negotiation and arm-twisting were involved in 
a government project of this magnitude. That the buy-in of all stakeholders 
was critical was proved repeatedly as construction got under way. Even though 
Istanbul had appointed both the governor-general of Hijaz and the amir of 
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Mecca, it did not control their local influence. Additionally, even though the 
overland route seems to have been forced through despite the Council of Min¬ 
isters’ reservations, it was a strategic choice, not the arbitrary wish of the sultan 
because of his well-known distrust of the British. In part, it symbolized the 
empire’s retaking control of its infrastructure, in an effort to boost the morale 
of imperial subjects. Also, the telegraph project would prepare the way for the 
much more expensive and ultimately more complicated Hijaz Railway. Keeping 
in mind that Istanbul had just recently been elbowed out of the colonial race in 
Africa and upstaged by the Great Powers, the decision to undertake such a bold 
project was one way that Yildiz Palace attempted to reassert its sovereignty, 
particularly along its southern frontiers. 

Consultation continued, this time tackling the path of the telegraph line 
through the difficult and often dangerous Hijazi Desert. The cost estimate 
provided by the army and the Ministry of Telegraph and Post was for the 
original path that would start in Jerusalem and connect with the Syrian hajj 
caravan route. However, once this path was announced, opinions—solicited 
and unsolicited—flowed into Istanbul, questioning the estimated budget for 
transportation of materials and warning of the Bedouin threat. These opinions 
were considered by the telegraph council, which changed its recommendation, 
dropping the long and sparsely inhabited route from Jerusalem to ‘Aqaba. In 
a more conservative approach, the line would now be built in several phases, 
with the first phase testing the feasibility of security and the accuracy of the 
cost estimates. At the completion of each section, the plan would be adjusted 
according to revised recommendations. 16 

This final decision was approved by a special council representing a “Who’s 
Who” in the imperial government. Its membership comprised the minister of 
external affairs, the head of the Council of State, the minister of education, the 
director of religious endowments, the head of the Treasury, a representative 
from the Imperial Armory, the minister of internal affairs, a grand vizier’s con¬ 
sultant, §eyhulislam, the minister of justice, and representatives from the army 
and navy. Their collective approval sent the message that the time for (open) 
opposition to the project had passed. 17 

The route to the city of Ma'an was the only one not in dispute, while the rest 
of the route continued to be debated. The main question was whether to build the 
line along the Red Sea coast or further inland. Yet again two camps emerged over 
the Bedouin issue. Ratib Pasha advised the Sublime Porte that the line should 
follow the coastal route—Ma'an- c Aqaba- 1 Aynuna-Wajh-Yanbu c -Jeddah, 
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with connections to Yanbu c -Medina and Jeddah-Mecca because there was far 
less of a Bedouin presence along the coast. Yildiz Palace backed the telegraph 
council in its choice of the Syrian hajj caravan route further inland, which fol¬ 
lowed the route taken by the sultan’s surra-yi humayun carrying the annual 
muhammal . ls Because the Syrian route was already one of the most secure 
routes in the desert thanks to this precious cargo and, according to the palace, 
because it was far from “external dangers” that might come from the Red Sea, 
a special decree (irade Hususi ) was issued confirming this route as the sultan’s 
will (Figure io). 19 

What danger from the Red Sea? As I discussed in Chapter 5, by the end of 
the nineteenth century, European designs on Ottoman frontiers were coming 
to light. The construction of the telegraph line was the first step toward the con¬ 
struction of a railway to connect Istanbul with the Hijaz along the same path. 
On choosing the location for the railway, Sultan Abdiilhamid II had this to say: 

One has to take care and be careful. The railway has a large strategic impor¬ 
tance, because it could be used to provide means of quick military transporta¬ 
tion. Thus, it could be used as an effective weapon if an enemy was to take it 
over, where it would be used to facilitate the occupation of the lands the railway 
passes through. For specifically this reason I opposed the placement of the route 
close to the borders. . . . One has to only look at central Asian countries to see 
how railways can be used to their detriment. If these countries did not let Rus¬ 
sia expand its network through their land, Russia would not have been able to 
expand its influence into their land as quickly as they did. 20 

Once again, international geopolitical considerations trumped fears about dan¬ 
gers posed by Bedouin tribes on the western frontiers of the Hijaz province. 
However, these dangers were not completely ignored, as a closer look at the 
schedule of expenses for the telegraph line makes clear. The special council was 
betting on a strategy of appeasement with a line item of 5,000 Kuru§ to be given 
to the chiefs of every tribe in the region as a cost of doing business on the fron¬ 
tiers. Other line items were for army expenses and salaries for station guards. 21 

At the end of 1898, the final decision was made. Taking into account the 
price of foreign intervention and the moral benefits of self-reliance, an Otto¬ 
man-built line was agreed on with the acceptance that challenges would come 
up along the way. However, construction of the Damascus-Medina line was 
not to start for another eighteen months. 



figure 10. Original Hijaz telegraph line planning map (BOA, HRT-H -475/2, HRT-H-476/1). 
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The Logistics of a Difficult Project 

Construction of the Hijaz telegraph line began with official assignment orders 
sent to none other than Sadik Pasha al-Mouayad Azmzade. In April of 1900, 
Azmzade was appointed to lead the project with four generals from the special 
army telegraph corps under his command. Eighty infantry men were initially 
assigned to the project, sixty of whom were dispatched immediately with the 
rest to follow soon after. In acknowledgment of both the importance of this 
project and the hardship it entailed, it was decreed that all of those involved 
would receive their pay twice as often as their colleagues and at triple the regu¬ 
lar rate. Additionally, they each would receive honorary recognition on com¬ 
pletion of their tour of duty. 22 Azmzade traveled from Istanbul to Damascus by 
train, arriving on May 2,1900. 23 His entourage included one assistant officer, 
one captain, two lieutenants, and two engineers of sublieutenant rank, as well 
as a physician, a surgeon, and a pharmacist. The remainder were regular of¬ 
ficers and enlistees. 24 

For construction of the line to be successful, well-trained telegraph techni¬ 
cians were required. The technical training of Ottoman telegraphers started in 
1855-1856, and the first formal training program commenced in 1861. Never¬ 
theless, operators remained in woefully short supply, and those with expertise 
were in high demand. Initially, Morse code was adapted for Ottoman-Turkish, 
but later “Izzet code” was developed by a telegraph operator in Kastamonu, 
who rearranged the dots and dashes to match the Ottoman-Turkish alphabet. 25 
Convincing skilled civil servants to move from the comfort of larger cities to a 
remote location such as the Arabian Desert proved difficult. 

On June 13, 1900, with 200 kilometers of line completed, Azmzade re¬ 
quested that the director of the Beirut telegraph office, Hamdi Bey, be reas¬ 
signed to the town of Salt, which was to house a large telegraph office. 26 The 
announcement of this appointment, in ikdam on July 2,1900, was somewhat 
premature, 27 for Hamdi Bey’s orders included an accompanying note stating 
that “the Pasha who is moving to Salt” would not receive any extra money for 
relocation and his salary would remain what it had been in Beirut. 28 The title of 
pasha was sarcastic here, the equivalent of calling someone of high self-regard 
“your highness.” Apparently, Hamdi Bey refused to move without proper com¬ 
pensation and so Azmzade insisted that his relocation expenses be covered. 29 
After negotiating moving expenses and hardship pay, Hamdi Bey must have 
finally agreed to move to Salt, because records from two years later show him 
as head of the Salt telegraph office. On November 10, 1903, because he had 
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“demonstrated good service on the Hijaz telegraph line extension,” he received 
a raise and the relocation costs of his transfer to the Urfala-Benghazi telegraph 
office on the frontiers, where someone of his expertise was needed. 30 This in¬ 
cident tells of the difficulty in finding qualified staff for posts on the Arabian 
frontier. It shows that in the early twentieth century Istanbul did not have the 
power to move civil servants at will but had to negotiate to secure skilled staff 
to take posts in the critical yet remote regions. 

Project financing also ran into problems. Initially, line construction pro¬ 
ceeded at an impressive rate, but speed meant that staff and equipment for tele¬ 
graph stations were needed earlier than expected, just a few months after the 
start date, 31 and the result was another controversy over expenses and financial 
responsibilities. The British consul in Damascus, William Richards, reported a 
private discussion with the governor-general of Syria in which the governor- 
general criticized spending so much money on a telegraph line that would al¬ 
most certainly require a great deal of repair without having a “locomotive” (he 
was referring to the railway that would be built soon after) or the infrastructure 
to protect and repair it. 32 Richard’s reports are corroborated by Ottoman docu¬ 
ments detailing the governor-general’s protests about expenses, which led to 
the division of expenses among the various military regiments and provinces 
rather than automatically charging them to the Syrian provincial government. 33 

The newspapers in Istanbul were interested only in reporting on the suc¬ 
cesses of the project. In particular they described the pomp and circumstance 
surrounding laying the telegraph in Salt on June 28, 1990, 34 and its arrival in 
Karak city center on July 30,1900. 35 This rapid progress took most observers by 
surprise, especially given the financial complications and the expected difficul¬ 
ties with the Bedouins in the region. However, at this early stage the public was 
only told of Bedouins’ cooperation in official publications such as the weekly 
Suriye . 36 On July 31,1900, Richards reported that the rapid progress of the line 
between Damascus and the Hijaz and the coming railway construction meant 
that Syria would soon regain its former political and economic importance in 
the empire. He took this opportunity to request raises for himself and his staff, 
arguing that their positions were about to become even more crucial to the 
interests of the British Empire. 37 

The celebrations in Istanbul in 1901 followed shortly after a large ceremony 
commemorating the sultan’s silver jubilee, during which the base of a column 
commemorating the Damascus-Hijaz telegraph line was laid. 38 Designed 
by Raimondo D’Aronco, the Ottoman court architect, this column, which is 
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covered with Ottoman-Turkish writing and topped by an unusual replica of 
the Hamidiye Mosque, still stands in the middle of Marjeh Square in the Syrian 
capital (Figure 11). 39 Newspapers in Istanbul and Damascus described it with 
pride, boasting that it stood in the “very center of the city.” 40 

Myth and legend surround many Ottoman-era monuments whose history 
has been obscured or forgotten, much like the telegraph monument that still 
towers over the commercial heart of Damascus. For example, according to tklil 
Azmzade, the great-grandnephew of Sadik Pasha, whom I interviewed in Da¬ 
mascus in 2009, the column has many stories associated with it. One is that Sa¬ 
dik al-Mouayad Azmzade was at the unveiling and was honored for building a 



figure 11 . Column commemorating construction of the Hijaz 
telegraph line, Marjeh Square, Damascus (authors collection). 
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telegraph line to the holy cities. Mr. Azmzade also said that this symbol of pride 
for the “Ottoman Pasha” was an easy target of vandals after the fall of Abdiil- 
hamid II. According to family legend, in the fervor of celebrating the deposi¬ 
tion of the sultan, the crowd attempted to topple the giant column. When they 
failed, they tarnished its white veneer with tar, forever blackening the stone. 
According to art historian Klaus Kreiser, however, the column was constructed 
of cast iron, making it a heavy column indeed but also a black column from the 
beginning. 41 

Even though the telegraph line eventually reached Medina, the celebrations 
were premature, for in spite of the rapid progress financial obstacles continued 
to mount, forcing Azmzade to plead for additional funds. 42 This caused a great 
deal of internal squabbling because the money had to come from the budgets 
of the various ministries and provinces involved. 43 In one case, the head of the 
telegraph council, Izzet Pasha al-Abid, along with Marshal §akir Pasha, minis¬ 
ter of telegraph and post, Hussein Pasha, and Re§id Pasha, chief of ministry fi¬ 
nances, presented a report making the case for additional monies for Azmzade 
and the Fifth Army regiment. 44 The report demonstrated that, even with the ad¬ 
ditional money requested, the telegraph line was still expected to turn a profit. 45 

This was only the beginning of a number of successful proposals initiated 
by Izzet Pasha, who continually provided cost-cutting recommendations while 
managing to meet project demands, izzet Pasha would be credited with keep¬ 
ing the money flowing for the telegraph line and later for the railway as the 
head of the Hijaz Railway Commission, which was founded in 1901. 46 He was 
successful in obtaining large donations from provincial dignitaries from Ye¬ 
men to Beirut in return for honorary medals and public acknowledgment in 
newspapers. He would employ this method to fund the Hijaz Railway, and for a 
number of years the front page of Ikdam was reserved for the acknowledgment 
of generous contributors to the railway living in the capital and the provinces 
and even Muslim subjects of European empires. 47 

From Temporary Agreements to a Permanent Partnership 
While izzet Pasha dealt with budgetary and tactical issues in Istanbul, Sadik 
Pasha was in the Syrian Desert dealing with the various obstacles impeding 
progress. As construction continued south toward the Syria-Hijaz provincial 
border, stories of interactions with Bedouin tribesmen appeared more fre¬ 
quently in his dispatches. The following story is just one example of the tele¬ 
graph councils coming face to face with the social realities of the desert. 
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In a letter to §akir Pasha, a leading military advisor for the telegraph coun¬ 
cil, Azmzade described an incident near the Syria-Hijaz provincial border in 
which he became involved when asked to mediate a dispute between two lo¬ 
cal tribes. The Beni ‘Atiyya and an unnamed rival tribe had agreed that each 
would return the booty taken from the other during the previous hajj season. 
When the rival tribe reneged, a revenge killing took place. Following tradition, 
the various area tribal chiefs then gathered to decide the punishment for this 
crime. The Huwaytat tribe, which had a blood tie with Beni ‘Atiyya, had to be 
present at the gathering, but its chief refused to attend , 48 insisting that his tribe 
would not interfere in the matter. His refusal led to an impasse, and Azmzade 
was called in to mediate . 49 

Sadly, the outcome of his mediation was not recorded . 50 Regardless, the case 
is significant as an instructive example of the Ottoman government coming 
into a world outside of the state system with its own rules of justice and ways of 
resolving conflict. It also tells of Azmzade’s not trying to impose the Ottoman 
state’s laws on the Bedouins, instead, involving himself in the tribal system of 
justice. This example demonstrates how the relationship between the Bedou¬ 
ins and the Ottoman imperial government was not inherently confrontational. 
Indeed, for Azmzade—a representative of the sultan—being asked to mediate 
was a high honor. 

Azmzade’s story exemplifies the Hamidian regime’s approach to manag¬ 
ing its relationship with the Bedouins of the southern frontiers after learning 
from its experience in the eastern Sahara. Its negotiations entailed culturally 
sensitive diplomacy and partnership building with a balanced combination of 
accommodation (of course, always backed by the implicit threat of imperial 
military might). The Ottoman state had centuries of experience in negotiating 
mutually beneficial agreements with the tribes in the region, mostly for the safe 
passage of the hajj caravans . 51 What was new about the Hijaz telegraph line 
was its physical permanence and the host of issues that this permanence was 
to bring up. 

Traditionally, agreements between the Ottoman state and Bedouins were 
made annually at the beginning of the hajj season, when some tribes living 
along the route were hired to provide transportation and safe passage to the 
large pilgrim caravans passing through their territories. This made the relation¬ 
ship between the Ottoman state and the Bedouins episodic, contractual, and 
seasonal. However, the permanence of the telegraph line necessitated a new 
kind of relationship . 52 Agreements could no longer be temporary and now had 
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to tackle the delicate issue of permanent security and the continued operation 
of the telegraph line in Bedouin domains. Istanbul had to find a way for the 
local tribesmen to accept the landscape-altering presence of the Ottoman gov¬ 
ernment in the tribes’ domains, which traditionally had been outside the pur¬ 
view of the imperial state. The poles, telegraph offices, and low-voltage lines 
that dotted the Hijazi desert landscape, the home of the Bedouin tribes, were 
permanent “facts on the ground.” 

I use the term landscape to refer to the desert as an “experienced world, not 
as an empirical backdrop .” 53 Thus for the inhabitants of this space, the land¬ 
scape constituted an idea rooted in a specific lived political and sociological 
context. It had its own “complex symbols and images of its ‘inhabitants’ and 
‘users’ . . . and [was] impregnated with symbols and imagery that [had] an ex¬ 
plicit and insidious impact in spatial practices of everyday life .” 54 Altering the 
Bedouin landscape—one pole at a time in an unbroken line stretching to the 
distant all-powerful imperial capital—was a transformation of the familiar into 
a “hegemonic space” of imperial power. What might seem to the outsider as 
nothing more than an empty space crisscrossed by telegraph lines could be 
easily interpreted by the Bedouins as signs with existentially threatening mes¬ 
sages . 55 Acknowledging the desert landscape in the Hijaz as part of the quo¬ 
tidian experience of its inhabitants allows us to better understand the impact 
that the telegraph lines must have had. The Bedouins could have easily read 
the changes in the desert landscape as a sign of Ottoman colonization of their 
space, which was a new interpretation of their “social and political relations 
with the empire and its representatives .” 56 

Although the physical presence of the telegraph line was essential to the 
empire’s claim to the frontiers in the face of European colonial expansion, the 
telegraph council was committed to carrying out its mission in partnership 
with the Bedouin tribes. In fact, the new line had to send conflicting messages 
to different audiences: to its European counterparts the message was that the 
Ottoman imperial government controlled the desert; the message to the Bed¬ 
ouins was that the government desired a partnership with them so that impe¬ 
rial infrastructure could be built through their domains. 

Evidence shows that Yildiz Palace and the telegraph council understood the 
necessity for delicate and skillful negotiations not only to allow the productive 
involvement of Bedouins during construction but also to persuade them to be 
invested in the maintenance of the successful operation of the line by offer¬ 
ing financial rewards, employment incentives, and honorary medals. However, 
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as Yakup Bekta§ shows, bribes alone were not enough. Financial incentives 
had been tried and had failed in the building of the Istanbul-Fao telegraph 
line . 57 Istanbul now had the more difficult task of presenting the telegraph line 
as a permanent symbol of partnership, a source of employment, and a sign 
of the Bedouins’ own agency, not as a signpost pointing to a colonized space. 
Azmzade was relatively successful at negotiating this partnership until he en¬ 
countered trouble on the Medina-Mecca route . 58 

Istanbul conducted face-to-face negotiations similar to those it carried out 
in the eastern Sahara with the help of al-Mahdi al-Sanusi. It also capitalized on 
Azmzade’s experience in sensitive dealings along the frontiers when it assigned 
him to supervise construction of the line. What was not taken into consider¬ 
ation, however, was that in the Hijaz there was a lack of leadership support 
such as that al-Mahdi al-Sanusi provided in the Libyan Desert. In other words, 
there was no willing leader in the Hijaz to act as a local representative of the 
Ottoman-Bedouin partnership. Tackling the Bedouin “tribal question ” 59 there¬ 
fore required a coordinated effort on all government levels to reach out to the 
key Bedouin chiefs. 

Some of the tribes along the route had done business with the Ottoman 
Empire for several generations. Based on this and possibly strengthened by 
the imperial governments experiences in the eastern Sahara, the opinion of 
the telegraph council on dealing with Hijazi Bedouins was outlined in a report 
written by Marshal §akir Pasha. §akir Pasha believed that a clear and consis¬ 
tent policy was essential and that an understanding of local traditions and a 
respect for boundaries would avoid some of the anticipated resistance. He ac¬ 
knowledged the realities on the ground and the formidable power of the Hijazi 
Bedouins: 

In order to get the Bedouins that live next to the railway and telegraph lines 
to work [on this project], they should always be treated well [daima husniil- 
muamele] and should be paid their daily wages in full. In addition, some of 
the tribal chiefs should be given a red f oha [an honorary wool ceremonial 
cloth] and be assigned an appropriate official position along the railroad. . . . 
These measures done consistently over time will then be enough to guar¬ 
antee that we can get the benefits of their services as has been done for a 
long time . 60 

Thus, Marshal §akir Pasha offered three seemingly simple yet very telling 
recommendations. First, show respect for the Bedouins and their authority 
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over their domain. Second, honor financial agreements with promptness and 
consistency. Third, systematically involve tribal chiefs in the imperial network, 
tying their fate to the success of the states plans through honorary gestures 
and positions appropriate to their status. Above all, ensure consistency; timely 
payment of agreed-on amounts for services rendered—to establish long-term 
trust. Deviating from this advice would prove to be one of the telegraph coun¬ 
cils downfalls. 

Official adoption of §akir Pasha’s recommendations did not always translate 
to action. In a project of the telegraph’s magnitude, the differences between 
plan and implementation were often great, and ideals were often set aside in 
favor of cheap and speedy solutions. For example, financial agreements were 
not always honored, a fact that was conspicuously absent from Ottoman field 
reports yet reported in detail by the British consul William Richards. 61 

On July 31,1900, for example, Richards reported on the progress of the line 
to the Foreign Office. He wrote that construction thus far had been mostly the 
product of the forced labour of villagers and Bedouins, and that families were 
required to supply two wooden poles as an ad hoc tax imposed to raise funds. 
If the poles supplied were deemed inadequate, the authorities charged an addi¬ 
tional lira (or more). 62 Richards’s dispatch was early proof that in order to meet 
deadlines and tight budgets, corners were cut at the expense of the ideals laid 
out by §akir Pasha. Ottoman records are silent about the moral economy of the 
rapid progress of the line, but generously enumerate the medals awarded. 63 The 
Istanbul press painted a rosy picture of the project, praising the harmony, mu¬ 
tual respect, and even appreciation that governed relations between Bedouins 
and Ottoman soldiers. 64 

As construction leader, Azmzade must have been aware of the ill treat¬ 
ment of some Bedouins, so it could not have come as a surprise that after a 
relatively incident-free five months, sabotage began to be reported. Lines were 
cut in July and August of 1900, and two thefts of lines and wooden poles in the 
province of Syria were reported in 1901. 65 As early as September 1900, Hus¬ 
sein Nazim Pasha, governor-general of Syria (r. 1896-1908) and the kaymakam 
of Karak were reportedly at their wits’ end. Nazim Pasha told Richards that 
telegraph poles were being pulled down as soon as they were erected. 66 In his 
quarterly report, Richards speculated that behind the Bedouins’ actions was a 
desire to blackmail the government. He wrote that in seven months over eight 
hundred Turkish pounds had been sent to the region for distribution among 
the tribes. 67 
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On inquiring into the Bedouins’ complaints, Richards was told that the 
Bedouins claimed that the poles caused their camels to behave with “curios¬ 
ity and terror,” which both Richards and Ottoman officials brushed off as na¬ 
tive superstition. Interestingly, reports of Caribou herds acting strangely when 
telegraph lines were first put up in British Columbia in the 1850s were similarly 
dismissed. 68 Almost a hundred years later, however, scientific research showed 
that extremely low-frequency electromagnetic fields like telegraph lines disrupt 
ruminants’ internal polar magnetic alignment, causing them to become con¬ 
fused and disoriented. 69 

A Man-Made Impasse on the Medina-Mecca Road 
Despite hurdles, construction continued, and by October 1900 the line was run¬ 
ning 368 miles south of Damascus. In early November 1900, it reached Meda’in 
Saleh in the region separating Syria and the Hijaz. This meant that the border 
between these provinces had to be formally established for the first time. Nego¬ 
tiations were complicated because the new boundary would affect the fees for 
telegrams sent from the two provinces. An agreement came in March of 1901, 
but was later changed when the governor-general of Syria managed to have the 
southern border moved to Salt, arguably increasing telegraph revenues and de¬ 
creasing provincial operational costs. This is just one example of how the arrival 
of technology reorganized the economy of space and necessitated continual ne¬ 
gotiation of the rights and responsibilities of provincial and imperial powers. 70 

When the sultan was informed of the arrival of the telegraph line in 
Meda’in Saleh, he congratulated Nazim Pasha and expressed his wish that his 
good service and commitment would continue in the next phase, the construc¬ 
tion of the Hijaz Railway, which was due to start early in 1901. The railroad 
project was more formally organized and overseen than the telegraph project. 
There were two commissions: one in Syria headed by Nazim Pasha and the 
other in Istanbul headed by Izzet Pasha al-Abid. The Syrian commission over¬ 
saw the operational side of the project, while the Istanbul commission oversaw 
tactical and fund-raising matters. Major decisions were to go up the chain of 
command from Nazim Pasha to Izzet Pasha and then to the sultan, but that was 
rarely the case. In reality, Izzet Pasha made most of the decisions, for which he 
became the target of attacks from both Istanbul and the provinces. Supervision 
of the telegraph line construction, which lasted only two years, was ad hoc in 
comparison to the commission-driven construction of the Hijaz Railway. It is 
safe to assume that the telegraph line was the training ground for the railroad. 71 
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The sultan finally gave the authorization for continuation of the telegraph 
line into the border areas between the Hijaz and Syria. What neither the council 
nor the sultan could have predicted at the time was that this would prove to be 
the most difficult phase of the project. 72 In the first few days of 1901, Azmzade 
had the honor of sending the first telegram from Medina to Istanbul. In Da¬ 
mascus William Richards expressed his astonishment at such rapid progress, 
especially considering the construction team’s “inexperience” and the difficul¬ 
ties and hostilities it faced. According to his calculations, since November 1900 
the rate of progress was close to an impressive three and a half miles per day. 73 
What seemed like a success story in January 1901, however, soon turned into 
story of Azmzade’s failure to extend the line south of Medina. 

In the twelve months that followed the first telegram, as Azmzade at¬ 
tempted to push for the extension of the line toward Mecca, reports of escalat¬ 
ing violence on the Medina-Mecca route spiked. 74 Out of fear for their safety, 
workers were instructed to wait in Medina until the road to Mecca was secured. 
More painful to receive were reports of sabotage of completed lines between 
Biyar Nasif and Medina on the Hijazi side of the Syria-Hijaz border. In April 
1901, Azmzade, who had remained in Medina to negotiate with local authori¬ 
ties, received the disappointing news that forty poles and twenty-five lengths of 
cable had been stolen. 75 Soon after repairs were made, there was more sabotage 
in the same area. 76 

The minister of interior wrote to Governor-General Ratib Pasha and Amir 
‘Awn al-Rafiq Pasha, questioning why they had failed to protect telegraph 
workers and secure completed sections of the telegraph in the Hijaz. He de¬ 
manded that local authorities investigate these incidents and prosecute the cul¬ 
prits to stop similar acts in the future. 77 Ratib Pasha responded on his own and 
‘Awn al-Rafiq Pashas behalf, expressing frustration over the minister’s com¬ 
plaints. He and ‘Awn al-Rafiq Pasha had been nothing but “zealous” in their 
support, he wrote, claiming that the amir had gone above and beyond the call 
of duty in spending his own money on the line. 78 

In a later telegram to the office of the grand vizier, Ratib Pasha went on the 
attack. With the Medina-Mecca line at a standstill, he took the opportunity to 
criticize all of those who had been responsible for the Hijaz plan. He spoke of 
the Bedouins’ “height of ignorance” and expressed surprise at Istanbul’s deci¬ 
sion to award some tribesmen with wages, governmental positions, and even 
medals of honor while the army regiment under his command was woefully 
starved for funds. Ratib Pasha accused the Ministry of Telegraph and Post of 
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wasting money on highly paid inspectors whom he claimed “wandered” the 
region without doing anything useful. He especially disliked the “Damascene” 
Azmzade and Izzet Pasha, accusing them of money mismanagement and unfair 
complaints against the province. 79 He accused Izzet Pasha of colluding with the 
Bedouins by rewarding them with high salaries, even though the same tribes¬ 
men (allegedly) had interfered with the provincial government as it prepared 
for the line extension between Mecca and Medina. He sarcastically added that 
they perhaps would eventually cause the entire project to fail and he would be 
blamed and “finally sent back to Istanbul.” 80 My investigation into the lives and 
careers of Ratib Pasha and ‘Awn al-Rafiq Pasha reveals their disguised but deep 
anxiety about Istanbul’s direct outreach to the local population. 

Like his predecessors, Sharif ‘Awn al-Rafiq Pasha bin Muhammad bin 
‘Awn (1882-1905) had served as a vizier on the Ottoman Council of State before 
becoming amir of Mecca in 1882. He arrived in Mecca on the instructions of 
Sultan Abdiilhamid II to replace Amir ‘ Abd al-Mutalib Pasha bin Ghaleb of the 
Zaid clan (r. 1880-1882), who had been dismissed and placed under house ar¬ 
rest after being accused of courting the British without the sultans knowledge. 
He had attempted to balance the increasing power of the Ottoman governor- 
general, Marshal Osman Nuri Pasha, by asking for the backing of the British 
consul in Jeddah. Osman Nuri Pasha, a close confidant of the sultan, accused 
‘Abd al-Mutalib Pasha of treason, corruption, and oppressive practices against 
the locals. 81 The sultan was already wary of British designs in the Hijaz; ‘Abd 
al-Mutalib himself had been a replacement for the previous amir, Sharif Hus¬ 
sein Pasha bin Muhammad bin ‘Awn (r. 1877-1880), because of the latter’s sus¬ 
picious correspondence with the British. 82 

No one could have predicted that ‘Awn al-Rafiq Pasha would partner with 
an Ottoman officer from Istanbul, not with a foreign entity, as a means of as¬ 
serting his power in the Hijaz. Soon after his appointment he consolidated his 
hold over the Hijaz by successfully orchestrating the replacement of Marshal 
Osman Nuri Pasha with a weak and more malleable substitute. In 1893 the amir 
of Mecca forged a notorious partnership with Governor-General Ahmed Ratib 
Pasha. 83 He also used his position to increase his wealth, which came from both 
official and suspect sources, to such an extent that he could bribe any official 
who might check his power, including the Ottoman governor. 84 With five Ot¬ 
toman garrisons under his command, Ratib Pasha’s job was to guard Ottoman 
imperial interests in the Hijaz while maintaining a delicate balance of power 
with ‘Awn al-Rafiq Pasha. Both understood that a direct connection between 
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Mecca and Istanbul would be a danger to their shared hold on power in the 
Hijaz, and they went to great lengths to maintain this hold, which had a large 
impact on the Hijaz telegraph line project. 85 

In the early 1890s, it appeared that the amir of Mecca was trying to assert 
his local authority by imposing his own arbitrary laws 86 and controlling the 
caravan transportation business. The result was a monopoly on the hajj caravan 
business, including the surcharge fees collected from unsuspecting pilgrims 
for disembarking from their ships. The logical recourse for foreign consulates 
would have been to complain to the Ottoman representative in the province, 
Ratib Pasha. However, according to British vice-consul Muhammad Hus¬ 
sein, the governor-general received a cut of the profits from these shakedowns 
and was not about to entertain any complaints that might harm the amir’s 
dealings. 87 

With a series of frank reports, Muhammad Hussein has given historians 
unprecedented access to events in the Hijaz in the 1890s. The vice-consul was 
under a great deal of pressure from Hijazi authorities and even his superiors to 
temper his reporting. His accounts of the back stories and the chains of events 
leading to Bedouin attacks challenged the wisdom that these attacks were sim¬ 
ply unprovoked aggression motivated by greed. Hussein was taking a large per¬ 
sonal risk by insisting on reporting the abuses he knew were occurring. His 
predecessor, Dr. c Abd al-Razzaq, had paid with his life for his scathing reports 
on the treatment of pilgrims at the hands of the amir and his men. 88 

Ratib Pasha and ‘Awn al-Rafiq Pashas corrupt dealings were also docu¬ 
mented by Suleyman Kani irtem, the governor of Istanbul between 1917 and 
1918. In his memoirs, Irtem recalled that through dubious means both sup¬ 
plemented their salaries and amassed fortunes on the backs of local Bedouins 
and unsuspecting pilgrims. He described the province during this period as 
a place with no “semblance of fairness” where locals were systematically op¬ 
pressed without recourse to justice and pilgrims were regularly blackmailed. 
In colorful language, Irtem detailed the alliance of corruption between the 
governor-general and the amir, which led to the weakening of the Ottoman 
government’s position in the Hijaz. 89 Indeed, the misappropriation of funds 
and the systematic corruption described by Irtem was detrimental to the 
progress of the telegraph line beyond Medina. 90 Evidence of Ratib Pasha’s cor¬ 
rupt handling of public moneys can be detected throughout his career, during 
which his untrustworthiness came to the fore in a number of incidents involv¬ 
ing the grand vizier, Said Pasha; the director of the Imperial Ottoman Bank, 
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Gaston Auboyneau; and even the governor (muhdfiz) of Medina, 91 causing ma¬ 
jor budgetary shortages that ultimately had to be shouldered by neighboring 
provinces. 92 For example, subsidies sent to the Hijaz to be distributed to the 
Bedouin tribes as atiye were withheld or diverted to the coffers of the amir 
and the governor-general. This provoked the tribes to attack what they saw as 
government interests, including the telegraph line, in protest and as a way to 
take what they believed was rightfully theirs. 93 

Conclusion 

Construction of the Damascus-Medina line started successfully, but it was not 
long before complications and delays stemming from an inadequate budget 
began to crop up. In particular, increasing financial difficulties exposed the 
gulf between strategy and execution. Moreover, questions of funding were ad¬ 
dressed on an ad hoc basis. Despite these challenges, Istanbul was determined 
to make the project a success, especially because it was the training ground for 
the bigger and more complex Hijaz Railway. 

However, in August 1901, almost seven months after the line had reached 
the outskirts of Medina, the project was at a standstill. Azmzade advised the 
Ministry of Telegraph and Post on redressing the grievances of local Bedouins 
so that construction could recommence. He recommended short- and long¬ 
term financial rewards for friendly tribes as an incentive to cooperate and 
monthly payments to ten Bedouin chiefs, not as forms of atiye (which usually 
went through the amir of Mecca) but as regular salaries paid to them as impe¬ 
rial administrators in posts from Ma c an in Syria to Med a 3 in Saleh, a town on 
the Syrian-Hijazi border, in compensation for providing transportation of con¬ 
struction material and protecting workers along the telegraph line. A monthly 
subsidy also would be paid to the tribes for their service, which Azmzade asked 
to be retroactive to June of 1901. He also recommended that the same friendly 
tribes be hired to transport and accompany hajj pilgrims, which was certainly 
lucrative. Azmzade’s goal was to reward tribes that cooperated with Istanbul 
and isolate those that had not shown goodwill toward the state’s project. The 
importance of these measures was emphasized at the end of Azmzade’s request 
letter, where he declared that this sum of money and its timely arrival were 
critical to the success of the project and should be considered a budgetary pri¬ 
ority. 94 

Azmzade’s recommendations were also intended to undermine the power 
of the amir of Mecca, who was being “selective” in distributing atiye payments 
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and was instigating work disruptions on the line. As a solution, an alterna¬ 
tive source of income for local Bedouins would come directly from Istanbul. 
Additionally, Azmzade hoped to break the amirs monopoly on the caravan 
business by choosing tribes to hire for protection of hajj caravans based on 
the telegraph council’s recommendations, not, as was traditional, by the amir. 95 
This way, strategy and execution would theoretically be controlled by Istanbul. 
Unfortunately, opposition from the Meccan powers would prove insurmount¬ 
able as Istanbul pushed toward asserting its will in the face of pressures from 
within and without. 



CONCLUSION 

The Blinding Teleology of Failure 


With the blessings from the spiritual guidance of the noblest Prophet [Bi- 
madad ruhaniyat hadrat al-rasul al-akram] and in the shadow of his majesty 
our greatest king [bi-zil jalalat malikuna al-azam], the distribution of the 
columns between Biyar Nasif and Medina was completed. The work in this 
seventy-five kilometer stretch was completed in three days and the [telegraph] 
lines were connected with Medina. Thus, this new year started with prayers 
for the long life and lasting might and power of our greatest benefactor [al- 
dawa al-khayriyya bi-tiil baqa wa dawam shawkat wa iqtidar hazrat waliyyu 
nimatuna al-azam]. My entourage, government employees, soldiers, and the 
people of Medina joined me in performing this duty—the greatest of blessings 
and the most perfect peace be upon its owner [the Prophet Muhammad, c ala 
sahibiha afdal al-salat wa atam al-taslim], 

Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade, Medina, January 10, 1901 


the ottoman government in Istanbul did adopt some of Azmzade’s recom¬ 
mendations for getting the telegraph line back on track, even announcing the 
hiring of tribesmen to protect it. However, a year after the announcement of 
reaching Medina, no further progress had been made. 1 The obstacles seemed 
insurmountable, and the provincial powers were unwilling to provide the re¬ 
sources or the security measures that Istanbul requested. To add to the trou¬ 
bles, Istanbul began to turn its attention and resources to the Hijaz Railway 
which meant diverting the attention of Yildiz Palace away from the problems of 
the telegraph on its final stretch and toward the much more publically touted 
railway. 2 Under these discouraging conditions, in January of 1902 Azmzade 
was unceremoniously reassigned to the railway project as an assistant to one of 
the directors, Kazim Pasha. 3 

A few days after Azmzade’s reassignment, there was a new incident re¬ 
port, this time concerning the theft of ninety poles and isolators and several 
cable lengths between Biyar Nasif and Medina, 4 triggering yet another round 
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of finger pointing between the Telegraph Commission and Governor-General 
Ahmed Ratib Pasha. 5 Over the following two years, the Arabian frontiers 
seemed to descend into chaos as reports of Bedouin attacks against telegraph 
lines and caravans and counterattacks by the local authorities against Bedouins 
continued to escalate. Various ministries repeatedly demanded the cooperation 
of the provincial authorities in securing the area and providing the construc¬ 
tion team with tactical support. Again and again, the authorities came back 
demanding additional funds from Istanbul. 6 Governor-General Ratib Pasha 
remained in power and managed to obstruct the line extension until the end of 
his term in 1908 . It was then that he got his wish of going back to his beloved 
Istanbul when he was arrested in Jeddah on charges of corruption and sent 
back to the capital to be tried. Hijazi townsmen and tribesmen alike reportedly 
celebrated his arrest and departure in the streets, but by then it was too late for 
the telegraph line. 7 

Thus, even though Yildiz Palace attempted to build a partnership with the 
local population as part of its plan to maintain the empire’s sovereignty in the 
face of encroaching European colonialism, the provincial power block created 
obstacles at every turn. Similar to the contradictory approaches adopted by the 
imperial and provincial governments toward the Sanusi Order and its follow¬ 
ers in Cyrenaica, the imperial strategy of partnership building with the Bed¬ 
ouins of the Arabian frontier in service of Istanbul’s strategic objectives was 
sabotaged at the provincial level to serve the personal interests of the governor- 
general of the Hijaz and the amir of Mecca. The long arm of the Ottoman state 
could reach only so far, and external obstacles, domestic and foreign, proved 
outside the control of the imperial government and its allies. The result was 
that ultimately neither the telegraph line nor the railway ever reached Mecca, 
their ultimate destination. 

I have chosen to end with the conclusion of this story because it highlights 
that a historical narrative that focuses on the final result as one of failure often 
masks many more informative stories of participation, innovation, and interim 
successes along the way. In the process, all that precedes the final outcome is 
often buried under the heavy narrative of what never materializes. Lost are 
the Ottoman Empire’s participation in the scramble for Africa, and its efforts 
to achieve self-reliance and combat European global hegemony, along with 
twenty years of innovative international diplomacy and negotiation. We limit 
our questions to those that explain the final outcome—the end of the empire. 
Despite the failure of the line to reach Mecca, it is important not to lose sight 
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of the major achievement of connecting Istanbul to the empire’s far southern 
reaches. The words of Sultan Abdiilhamid II in 1905 sum up the importance of 
acknowledging the reinvigorated spirit of the Ottoman Empire during this pe¬ 
riod, imperfect as it may have been and despite all of the internal and external 
pressures on Istanbul: 

The Hijaz line has proven that our country has not lost its ability to develop, 
and that we can block Britain’s repeated attempts at sabotaging any project we 
undertake in the service of our country and our people. God willing, the railway 
line will soon be completed and we will not have to rely on the Suez Canal any¬ 
more, and Istanbul will be tied to the two holy cities Mecca and Medina. 8 

Of course, the sultan was putting a positive spin on a program he strongly 
believed in, but his words are still instructive. The Ottoman Empire was indeed 
still independent, innovative, and capable of resisting Great Power hegemony. 
Therefore, despite what we might dismiss as the failure of the original plan in 
the Hijaz, my hope is that this book has demonstrated the importance of not 
allowing the teleology of failure in the last decades of the nineteenth century 
blind us to the alternative paths that Ottoman strategists in post -1878 Istanbul 
tried to follow and the value that they placed on resisting European colonial 
hegemony. 

Even though the Ottoman Empire’s efforts to claim the eastern Sahara as a 
colony did not bear fruit, I argue that this period of reinvigoration and com¬ 
petitiveness is vital to our understanding of the Hamidian period. Shifting the 
focus from east-west relations across Europe to north-south relations across 
the Sahara opens up a new way to examine the Ottoman imperial government’s 
envisioned objectives during the height of colonial competitive expansionism 
in Africa. By recasting the empire in the last two decades of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury as a competitive imperial power on the global stage, we can examine the 
impact of “new imperialism” on its policies on both international and domestic 
fronts. 

Shifting the analytical paradigm away from metropole versus frontiers has 
also unshackled us from traditional assumptions of an essentially conflictual 
relationship between Istanbul and the frontiers’ inhabitants, allowing us to in¬ 
vestigate the formerly overlooked strategic partnership between Istanbul and 
the Sanusi Order and its followers, which lasted well into the early twentieth 
century. Instead of seeing a threat to Ottoman sovereignty in the Grand Sa¬ 
nusi, I have shown that in fact the Grand Sanusi’s vast reach and his appeal 
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to the local Bedouin population and the Central Sudanic Kingdoms gave Is¬ 
tanbul an opportunity to strengthen its north-south trans-Saharan relations 
at a critical time in the run-up to the scramble for Africa. Although the bond 
with the Mediterranean coast of central North Africa and the Central Sudanic 
Kingdoms had existed for centuries, establishing a strong relationship with the 
Sanusi Order in the eastern Sahara strengthened Istanbul’s negotiating position 
on the international stage. 

As a participant in the Conference of Berlin of 1884-1885 and a signatory 
to the General Act of Berlin, Istanbul took the calculated risk of recognizing 
French and British influence in formerly Ottoman North Africa, but it also 
embarked on an ambitious plan to assert its legal “right” to the eastern Sahara. 
Using the legal terms of the Act of Berlin, it negotiated the empire’s title to 
a territory stretching from the Libyan coast to the Lake Chad basin with its 
European counterparts. Concurrently, taking advantage of a history of mutual 
recognition and cooperation, Istanbul identified the Sanusi leader as the per¬ 
fect strategic partner for establishing facts on the ground by proxy. However, 
as early as 1887 French, British, and Italian designs on the Sahara were well 
known to Ottoman negotiators. As new international agreements were signed 
without the empire’s consent—a clear violation of the terms of the General Act 
of Berlin—Istanbul’s diplomatic protests grew louder and more incessant. 

Such protests fell on increasingly deaf European ears, culminating in the 
Great Powers’ claiming parts of the eastern Sahara. The 1890 s witnessed the 
gradual fall of the Muslim Central African Kingdoms to European military 
might, exposing a fundamental characteristic of international law: it was never 
intended to protect the rights of weak parties, which ultimately spelled disas¬ 
ter for the empire’s negotiating strategy. By 1895 it had become clear that the 
European powers were systematically excluding the Ottoman Empire from new 
negotiations and international agreements, dismissing Istanbul’s protests and 
by extension its legal interpretations of the terms of the General Act of Berlin. 

When diplomatic channels failed, Istanbul cemented its partnership with 
the Sanusi Order in support of Sanusi-led military resistance to European co¬ 
lonial expansion in central Africa. However, even though Ottoman tactical and 
military assistance in the eastern Sahara continued, by the end of the century 
Istanbul had all but abandoned its expansionist experiment and was shifting its 
efforts toward defensive consolidation of its frontiers-cum-borderlands in the 
Libyan provinces as well as in the Hijaz. The failure of the Ottoman expansion¬ 
ist experiment in central Africa meant a drastic shift in how Istanbul dealt with 
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the threat of European colonialism along its vulnerable frontiers on both sides 
of the Red Sea. 

As the Damascus-Medina telegraph line demonstrates, a transimperial 
approach must be taken in studying imperial strategy in a centralized inter¬ 
continental empire such as the Ottoman Empire. This is especially true for the 
Hamidian period, when the empire’s strategists were part of a relatively small 
circle that oversaw geopolitical interests across the empire. It stands to reason, 
then, that their experiences in one part of the empire had a direct impact on 
their decisions and policies in another. In this case, the deteriorating relation¬ 
ship between the Ottoman and other European empires in Africa manifested in 
the Ottoman government’s considerations in the planning and execution of the 
Damascus-Medina telegraph line. Its experiences along the empire’s African 
frontiers had a direct impact on its policies along the Arabian frontiers. 

Only by knowing the pressure the empire was facing in Africa at the time, 
and appreciating the Great Powers’ betrayal of the principles of international 
law, can we fully understand the logic behind Ottoman rejection of French 
and British offers of partnership and the significance of Istanbul’s decision 
to independently undertake a massive infrastructure project such as the Hi- 
jaz telegraph line. Only by divorcing ourselves from the limited boundaries of 
the postimperial nation-states’ versions of history and the artificial limitations 
of twentieth-century area studies and instead viewing state policies through 
a transimperial lens can we begin to understand the history of the Ottoman 
Empire on its own late nineteenth-century terms. 

Above all, this book has challenged the notion that the Ottoman Empire 
was irrelevant on the international stage after the Congress of Berlin in 1878 . 
It has demonstrated that the Ottoman government was not a silent observer 
struggling to survive bankruptcy, political instability, and foreign pressure. On 
the contrary, at the turn of the century Ottoman interimperial foreign policy 
was far from mute, and thus it deserves much more scholarly attention than it 
has received so far. The last two decades of the nineteenth century in fact wit¬ 
nessed an expansionist empire determined to reinvent itself as a global power 
to be reckoned with. My hope is that I have brought to light the importance 
of studying Ottoman international relations strategies in particular, and have 
convincingly advocated for the inclusion of the Ottoman Empire in studies of 
late nineteenth-century colonialism in general. This book has focused on Otto¬ 
man involvement in the scramble for Africa and its impact on the empire’s poli¬ 
cies along its southern frontiers-cum-borderlands on two continents and over 
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a period of twenty years ending in 1902 . However, there is much more about 
Ottoman imperial strategy in Africa (and the Balkans, the Mediterranean, the 
eastern frontiers, and elsewhere) that is yet to be explored. Azmzade’s next as¬ 
signment is a case in point. 

We left Azmzade after his reassignment to the Hijaz Railway project. Even 
though British consul William Richards reported that Azmzade privately re¬ 
ceived much flak for failing to extend the telegraph line further than Medina, 9 
publicly his new position was painted in a very different light: as a reward for 
good service he was being recalled from the harsh desert frontier to the Syrian 
provincial capital and his hometown, Damascus. 10 

In 1902 , however, Azmzade reportedly departed from Damascus, in what 
seemed like an abrupt ending to his assignment on the Hijaz Railway, to take 
up a “special assignment” in Benghazi. 11 In fact there is no evidence that I was 
able to locate in the Ottoman Archives that places Azmzade in Benghazi that 
summer or anytime after that before his death in 1911 . In reality his nego¬ 
tiation skills were needed elsewhere. Soon after arriving in Damascus, he was 
recalled to Istanbul, his actual primary residence, and within a few months of 
the announcement of his trip to Benghazi he indeed embarked on another mis¬ 
sion to Africa. Instead of Benghazi, however, his destination was much fur¬ 
ther afield, to the long lost Ottoman province of Ethiopia. Like the Ottoman 
Empire, the Ethiopian Empire had been locked in a struggle against European 
colonialism, and it, too, had signed agreements with the European powers that 
should have guaranteed its territorial rights. In another diplomatic “farce,” 
however, the Amharic version of a key agreement between the king of Italy and 
the Ethiopian emperor omitted a clause stating that Italy had a protectorate 
right over Ethiopia. When he recognized the omission, Emperor Menelik II 
(r. 1889 - 1913 ) rejected the agreement. In response, the Italians invaded Ethio¬ 
pia but, in a surprising turn of events, suffered a humiliating defeat. 12 This mili¬ 
tary victory raised the Ethiopian Empire’s international profile and attracted 
the attention of another empire facing a European colonial threat, the Ottoman 
Empire. Azmzade headed to the new Ethiopian imperial capital, Addis Ababa, 
on a special mission to negotiate an alliance with Menelik II. Thanks to the 
south-south coalition that would develop between Istanbul and Addis Ababa 
over the following decade, Istanbul would remain in the game of fin de siecle 
competitive imperialism for few years longer. 13 
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1. Because we have examples of Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzades own signature in both 
Ottoman-Turkish and French documents in the Bulgarian Historical Archives, I have 
decided to follow his spelling and the form of signature he used in his official correspon¬ 
dence (see Bulgarian National Archives [hereafter BHA], Fi76K/opi4/ae925). Therefore, 
it is not Sadiq or Sadik but Sadik; not al-Mu’ayyad or el-Miieyyed but al-Mouayad; 
not al-‘Azm but Azmzade. In catalogues in Turkish archives and libraries, the name is 
usually rendered “Sadik el-Miieyyed” or “Sadik el-Miieyyed Azmzade,” which is how it 
appears in the endnotes and the bibliography for ease in locating the records. The choice 
to transliterate Azmzades name in modern Turkish would have been a wise alternative 
because he operated in an imperial Turkish speaking environment and in an Osmanlica 
writing environment, especially in the contexts of his life that this book deals with. 

2. On the i860 massacre and its implications, see Leila Tarazi Fawaz, An Occasion 
for War: Civil Conflict in Lebanon and Damascus in i860 (Berkeley: University of Cali¬ 
fornia Press, 1994). 

3. Linda Schatkowski-Schilcher, Families in Politics: Damascene Factions and Estates 
of the 18th and 19th Centuries (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 1985), 140-144; Philip Khoury, 
Urban Notables and Arab Nationalism: The Politics of Damascus, 1860-1920 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983), 1-46. 

4. Many of the technological projects undertaken during the reign of Sultan Ab- 
dulhamid II (1876-1906), including the famous Ottoman naval cruiser and the covered 
bazaar in Damascus, were referred to as “Hamidian”—for example, Souq al-Hamidiyya 
(Hamidian Bazaar). The Hijaz Railway, initially called the Hamidiye Hicaz Demiryolu 
(Hamidian Hijaz Railway), was no exception. After Abdiilhamid II was deposed, the 
railway was renamed the Hicaz Demiryolu (Hijaz Railway). Similarly, scholars of the 
Ottoman Empire refer both to the period of Abdiilhamid II s rule and to the set of re¬ 
forms he enacted as “Hamidian.” I employ the same terminology. 

5. Sadik al-Mouayad Azmzade—to whom I also refer as Sadik Pasha and 
Azmzade—is sometimes called Sadiq al-Mu’ayyad al-‘Azm by Arabists. This is a simpli¬ 
fied transliteration of the Arabic Sadiq al-Mu’ayyad al-'Azm. Azmzades grandchildren 
include Sadiq al-‘Azm, the Syrian philosopher who inherited his name, and, on the 
Turkish side of the family, his great-grandnephew iklil Azmzade. Both provided much 
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personal information in interviews I conducted in Damascus and Istanbul in the fall of 
2008 and the winter of 2009, some of which appear in this book. I have pieced together 
the details of Azmzade’s life from the Ottoman Archives. For more information on him 
and family, see Schatkowski-Schilcher, Families in Politics, 140-144; Nuri al-Jarrah, “In¬ 
troduction,” in Sadiq al-Mu’ayyad al-'Azm, Rihlat al-Habasha: Min al-Istana ila Addis 
Ababa, ed. Nuri al-Jarrah (Beirut: Al-Mu’asasa al-‘Arabiyya li-l-Dirasat wa-l-Nashr and 
Dar al-Swaydi li-l-Nashr wa-l-Tawzi c , 2002). 
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